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Introduction 


The roots of British Idealism were established in Scotland and 
Oxford during the middle of the nineteenth century and rapidly 
became the dominant philosophy, through the writings and personal 
influence of such exponents as Fraser Campbell, Edward Caird, 
T. H. Green, F. H. Bradley, Bernard Bosanquet, Henry Jones, 
Andrew Seth, D, G. Ritchie, J. S. Mackenzie, William Wallace, 
W. R. Sorley, J, M. E. McTaggart and John Watson, until the turn 
of the century when its fundamental doctrines were challenged by 
John Cook Wilson, G. E, Moore and Bertrand Russell. From this 
time the march of Idealism was halted, and by the end of the First 
World War it was decidedly on the retreat. Through their teaching, 
personal influence and patronage, the British Idealists managed to 
permeate the whole English-speaking world with their doctrines. 
Even after the death of its leading surviving exponents, Bradley, 
Bosanquet, Jones and McTaggart, in the mid 1920s, it continued to 
dominate the professoriate and was able to count in its ranks able 
young converts such as R. G. (jailing wood in Oxford, who pub¬ 
lished Speculum Mentis in 1925, and Michael Oakeshott in Cam¬ 
bridge, who published Experience and its Modes in 1933 . 

The social and political philosophy of British Idealism continues 
to resonate, and is invoked, often without discrimination, for both 
positive and negative reasons. On the one hand it provides a philo¬ 
sophical basis for opposing the extreme view that society is no more 
than the sum of its parts, while emphasising the socially constituted 
character of personality and morality. The state is viewed as the 
sustainer of a moral world within which rights and obligations 
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emanate from the community, and individuals are afforded the 
opportunity to achieve their maximum potential. It is a philosophy 
that emphasises the spiritual cohesiveness of the social organism. In 
this it is seen to be a forerunner of the communitarianism of Sandel, 
MacIntyre, Taylor and Walter. Most recently David Miller echoes 
many of the Idealists’ themes and conclusions in his defence of the 
ethics of nationality against ethical universalism. He argues that the 
obligations generated by communal relations diminish the oppo¬ 
sition between self-interest and our obligations to others. National¬ 
ity, ideally when coupled with the state as the instrument of self- 
determination, is the sustainer of a moral life. This is not a position 
incompatible with universal ethics and human rights, but it does 
insist that it is through the ethical relations of co-nationals that they 
are sustained. This, as we will see, is the position of the British 
Idealists, and it is therefore somewhat ironic that in the area of 
modem international relations theory their writings should be 
invoked as the very antithesis of cosmopolitanism and international 
justice. 1 Their point was simply that it is through the state that 
ideals of humanitarian justice can be developed, promoted and sus¬ 
tained, not that such ideals could not be attained. 


Philosophy, religion and politics 

Although critics inveighed against Hegel for the practical impli¬ 
cations of his political philosophy, he was clear in his own mind 
that philosophy had no such contribution to make to practical life. 
In The Philosophy of Right he maintained that philosophy always 
arrives too late on the scene to offer practical advice, the owl of 
Minerva taking flight only with the coming of dusk. For the British 
Idealists, with a few exceptions, notably Bradley and McTaggart, 
philosophy was integrally related to practical life and needed to be 
directed to improve the condition of society. They maintained that 
everything in experience is related to everything else. There could 
be no isolated individuals or facts. In the theory of knowledge, this 
led to the coherence theory of truth, and in social philosophy, it 


David Miller, On Nationality (Oxford, Clarendon Press i(»5>. 

Brown, International Relations Theory 
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resulted in a communitananism which posited the mutual interde¬ 
pendence of society and the individual. 

For the most part the British Idealists were social reformers who 
believed that the work of the philosopher was to raise the conscious¬ 
ness of the working man to the level where he was capable of con¬ 
sidering principles. They rejected the individualism of their age, 
which set man and the state in oppostion, and emphasised instead 
a relationship of mutual inclusion in which each is a reflection of 
the other. Society, or the state, was the sustainer of morality, rights 
and social values and the context in which the individual found 
expression. Far from the idea that extending the role of the state 
diminished individual responsibility, they argued that, properly 
conceived, the state enhanced the capacity of the individual for self- 
realisation. The enabling state could provide opportunities that were 
beyond the imagination of unregulated individual enterprise. It was 
a deeply spiritual philosophy which, in the hands of the likes of 
Green, Caird and Jones, viewed human progress in terms of the 
Divine Spirit, the source of all religion and morality, finding 
expression in human agency. Religion is an inextricable part of the 
process of self-realisation. For many of the Idealists, God is imma¬ 
nent in the world. The Divine and the human constitute the insep¬ 
arable spiritual unity of the world. Chrisr is incarnate in the world 
reflecting the unity of God and man. God is not merely the Creator, 
but reveals Himself in man. 2 The test of a morally worthwhile exist¬ 
ence is the extent to which the individual attempts to do God’s 
work in the world by achieving his or her own potential and con¬ 
tributing to the common good. Social reform and moral develop¬ 
ment were closely linked with religious self-realisation in what was 
essentially a civic religion. The Absolute is realised in finite centres, 
and all the more so when they are spiritual. Man is what he is by 
virtue of God’s presence in him. The religious convictions of the 
British Idealists were by no means orthodox, but at a time when 
religion was under attack from evolutionist scientific orthodoxy and 
materialist philosophies, Idealism was able to provide a rational 
basis for belief which, together with its emphasis on the unity and 
development of human potential, provided a philosophical basis for 
social legislation. 

2 □. G. Ritchie, Philosophical Stuita (London, Macmillan, 1905), 2+1. 
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The religious backgrounds from which most of the Idealists came 
predisposed them towards the idea of doing ‘good works’ in society. 
Some of them, such as Caird, Green, Muirhead, Jones, Watson and 
Mackenzie, had aspirations to join the ministry before succumbing 
to the temptations of philosophy. British Idealists were almost evan¬ 
gelical in their reforming zeal and saw their position as professional 
philosophers carrying with it a social responsibility to identify and 
articulate the sources of injustice and depravity, and campaign for 
reform. To these ends they advocated for legislation, gave evidence 
to and served oo government commissions, sat on school boards, 
were active in extending university education to women, and 
enthusiastically participated in university extramural schemes and 
the Workers’ Educational Association. They were at the forefront 
in establishing and supporting university extension schemes to help 
the poor in the major cities of Britain. In the field of social work 
the British Idealists were the dominant group who, in demonstrat¬ 
ing the relevance of philosophy to ordinary life, exercised a con¬ 
siderable influence in providing a frame of reference for social 
policy, public administration and education reform well into the 
twentieth century. 3 

British Idealism certainly imported the spirit of its philosophy 
from Germany, and in particular valued Hegel’s forthright rejection 
of all dualisms, including Kant’s distinction between things in 
themselves and things as they are experienced by the knowing mind. 
In particular they subscribed to his insistence on the unity of 
experience which raised the question of how this undifferentiated 
unity becomes differentiated into all its various modes. The British 
Idealists sought to demonstrate that there could be no absolute div¬ 
isions, for example, between mind and nature, nature and environ¬ 
ment, or the individual and the state. Each includes something of 
the other and their opposition is overcome in a unity, not one that 
obliterates differences, but one that is a genuine unity in diversity. 
This is illustrated in Caird’s insistence that true Socialists and true 


M Richter, The Politics of Conscience; T, H. Green and His .^{London, Weiden- 
feld and Nicoison, 19&4). m Andrew Vmcert and 

Politics ani Citizenship (Oxford, Blackwell, 19B4), n 6 ; and Jose Hams, Pol. ical 
Thought and the Welfare State 1870-1940’, arJ Pre!en1 ' '* 3 - 

1 See Edward Caird, ‘The Problem of Philosophy at the Present Time, Essays on 
Literature and Philosophy (Glasgow, Maclehose, 1892), voi. 1, 205-6. 
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Individualists have to acknowledge what is good in the point of view 
of the adversary {see p. 179). This emphasis upon the unity of 
experience as a whole is known as Absolute Idealism. 

None of the major British Idealists accepted the stylised, dialectic 
method which Hegel used to address the process of differentiation. 
Green, for example, complained that the method actually hindered 
Hegel in reaching his conclusions, and accused Principal John Caird 
of too slavishly accepting it. It was the principle rather than the 
method of dialectic that attracted the British Idealists, a principle 
that was to be discerned in Plato. 5 

It is a misconception that the British Idealists made reality mind- 
dependent. They rejected Berkeley’s psychological idealism because 
it made reality dependent upon the perceiving mind, whether the 
individual’s or God’s. With Hegel they contend ‘that the known 
world is for us necessarily a world that exists only because we are 
thinking beings’.' 1 This is not to deny the distinction between 
thought and reality, nor to assert that knowledge of a fact is that 
fact itself. The world didn’t suddenly begin to go around the sun 
the minute that Copernicus had the idea that it did so. The idea 
that things exist only in being known is what J. S. Mackenzie calls 
‘False idealism’. 7 The point is not that every being knows reality, 
but that reality as the embodiment of thought is intelligible and 
capable of being known only by a being that thinks. Hastings Rash- 
dail sums up the position when he says that Idealism assumes ‘that 
there is no such thing as matter apart from mind, that what we 
commonly call things are not self-subsistent realities, but are only 
real when taken in their connection with mind - that they exist for 
mind, not for themselves’.* In other words, there is a unity between 
mind and matter, nature and spirit. This does not mean that nature 
is intelligent, merely that it is intelligible. 


5 T H Green, Works, ed. R L. Nettlcship (London, Longmans Green, 1888),. vol. 
m, U 6; and Andrew Seth, Seotrah Philosophy (Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1890}, 

'■ John*Watson, The Interpretation of Relcom Experience™, the Gifford Lectures 

1010 - 12 , part 1 (Glasgow, Maclehusc, 1912 ), 189 . , 

1 J s. Mackenzie, ‘Edward Caird as a Philosophical Teacher , Mind, n.s., 18 1 1909), 
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There were internal divisions among the Absolute Idealists. 
Jones, for example, accused both Bosanquet and Bradley of failing 
to overcome the dualism between appearance and reality in positing 
an Absolute that was ultimately beyond experience. Nevertheless, 
appearance, for Bradley, in some way belongs to, or qualifies, 
reality. The principle of consistency and non-contradiction, the cri¬ 
terion of the coherence theory of truth, is a matter of degree; there 
are, therefore, degrees of reality, and not a yawning chasm between 
appearance and reality. Absolute Idealists, such as Caird and Jones, 
while agreeing with the monistic unity of the whole, give much 
more emphasis than Bradley or Bosanquet to the reality of the 
appearances. For Caird and Jones, the unity embodies the principle 
of rationality which is expressed in and through all the differen¬ 
tiations of the whole. Jones argued that while Idealism repudiates 
the psychological method of beginning a philosophical inquiry from 
the inner life of the subject it does not attempt to do without that 


inner life altogether. 

Subjective, or Personal, Idealists objected to the propensity of 
Absolute Idealism to undervalue the individual, and of running the 
risk of allowing the individual to become absorbed into the Absol¬ 
ute. 9 Following Rudolph Eucken, Boyce Gibson contended that the 
central idea of Absolute Idealism - that the real is rational - is 
upheld by Personal Idealism, but ‘from the point of view of the 
personal experient’. 10 Absolute and Personal Idealism had a 
common enemy in naturalism, but Absolute Idealism was deficient 
in two main respects. First, it criticised human experience, not from 
the vantage point of human experience itself, ‘but from the vision¬ 
ary and impractical standpoint of human nature." Secondly, it 
refused to give adequate recognition to volition in human nature. 
In Seth’s view, Absolute Idealism was in danger of consigning the 
individual to insignificance. 12 

Despite the internal differences of opinion, Idealism was a philos¬ 
ophy responsive to the crucial concerns of Victorian Britain, and 


Andrew Seth Hegelianism and Personality (Edinburgh, Blackwood. 1888), 215. 
W. R. Bovce Gibson, ‘A Peace Policy for Idealists’, The Htkhert Journal, 5 (1906- 


7), 4°9- 

11 Henrt Sturt, ed., Personal Idealism, x. 
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opposed to excessive individualism, The extent to which British 
Idealism rode the wave of enthusiasm for evolution has been little 
noticed. It was able to adapt evolution to its own ends by eschewing 
its naturalistic form and emphasising the developing spiritual unity 
of existence and, for many of them, the centrality of God in this 
process. In positing the unity of nature and spirit the British Ideal¬ 
ists fully capitalised upon their superficial affinity with the 
immensely popular naturalistic evolutionary theories. 


Evolution and ethics 

It is difficult to conceive the extent to which the idea of evolution 
dominated intellectual life during the latter part of the nineteenth 
century after Charles Darwin’s and Alfred Russel Wallace s theories 
were first revealed in 1858- Wallace’s findings, as Darwin saw them 
in 1858, proved to be the stimulus to the publication of The Origin 
of Species in 1859, a rather hasty and much less detailed account of 
evolution than Darwin had originally intended. Although the ideas 
are presented in as mild and unptovocative a manner as he could 
muster, taking care to avoid directly the subject of Genesis and the 
origin of humanity, the implications of many statements were easily 
drawn. He explicitly denied, for example, that each species was 
‘independently created’. Darwin argued that, on the contrary, each 
species developed from a common ancestry, many had become 
extinct, and few would transmit progeny unchanged to a distant 
future. 11 The implications were immediately recognised. Darwin’s 
theory was a denial of the Creationist theory of the origin of species, 
as exemplified, for example, in the natural theology of William 
PaleyT A second implication, which caused a tremendous uproar, 
was the view that man was descended from the apes. This was, in 
fact, a perversion of Darwin’s contention, which was that the apes 
and man have a common ancestor. This constituted a denial of the 
absolute distinction between Nature and Spirit, or animal and 
human nature. 


13 Charles Darwin, The Ongtn of Spurn by Means of Natural Selection: 
nation of Favoured Rates in the Struggle for J. w - 

(Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1985; first published by John Murray, 1859), 45 M 
'* William Paley, Natural Theology, vol. IV, O'srh (London, George Cowie, 1837)- 
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Evolutionary theory was much more accessible to the educated 
public than the physical and mathematical sciences. The unity of 
Nature and Spirit in the theory of evolution held out the possibility 
of a common form of explanation in the natural and social sciences. 
The allure of such an all-encompassing way of understanding the 
whole of existence was almost irresistible. It found expression not 
only in biology, geology, palaeontology and anthropology, but also 
in varying degrees of modification, in history, philosophy, poetry 
and even religion. 

The extent to which Darwin influenced social evolutionists has 
been greatly exaggerated. Darwin and Spencer were frequently cited 
not as the originators of evolutionary theory, but as those most 
responsible for impressing it upon the popular consciousness. 
Spencer’s populist biology, philosophically conceived, inadequately 
grounded in empirical research, and analogously applied to society, 
was received with immense enthusiasm by the reading public. 
Because Idealism in its British form was a practical philosophy 
aimed at transforming society, its exponents had little respect for 
Spencer’s philosophical acumen, but nevertheless recognised the 
necessity of discrediting his ideas at the popular and philosophical 
levels. 1 * Bosanquet, for example, accused Spencer of being mainly 
responsible for the tendency of importing conceptions, or ‘new¬ 
fangled analogies’ fashionably drawn from anywhere, except experi¬ 
ence of the phenomenon to be explained, resulting in crude distor¬ 
tions of fundamental truths which have been obvious for 2,000 years 

(see p. 57). . . 

One of the crucial points of contention among evolutionists was 

the question of heredity. Did Darwinian natural selection eliminate 
those least adjusted to the environment, leaving those who survive 
to pass on their qualities through inheritance? Or could the environ¬ 
ment modify organisms by Lamarck’s idea of use or disuse, the 
modifications of which were then inheritable? Both forms of expla¬ 
nation are invoked, for example, in the political theories of Walter 
Bagehot and Herbert Spencer. Even though Spencer coined the 
term ‘survival of the fittest’, and Darwin began to favour it in 


Henry Tones, ‘The Misuse of Metaphors in the Human Sciences’, Working Faith 
of the Social Reformer (London, Macmillan, iqio), 44 Cf A - S. Prmgle-Pattison, 
‘Life and Philosophy of Herbert Spencer’. The Quarterly Review, 200 (1904), 
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preference to his own ‘struggle for existence’, Spencer was far less 
convinced by the explanatory force of Natural Selection than by 
Lamarck’s theory of Use Inheritance, or inherited character. 

August Weissman’s Germ Plasm theory revolutionised genetics. 
By the latter part of the 1890s the overwhelming evidence of exper¬ 
imental cytology, the science of cells, was weighted against the 
theory of Inherited Characters. The British Idealists tended to reject 
the Lamarckian principle of inherited characters, or at least gave 
little significance to it, while at the same time stressing a strong 
environmental influence upon human personality. Natural Selec¬ 
tion, Ritchie argues, is an ‘indisputable fact’, and in so far as use 
inheritance, or inherited character, is still in doubt we should not 
revert to dubious or unknown causes when there are known causes 
that are sufficient (see p. 73). Natural Selection was deemed to be 
at work in nature and society. Human beings inherit capacities 
which are capable of being developed or retarded by the social 
environment or civilisation which is inherited, but not biologically, 
by successive generations. Language, Ritchie argues, makes possible 
the transmission of experience which is not biologically inheritable. 
The possession of consciousness, the ability to reflect, and the use 
of language give human beings a tremendous advantage in the 
struggle for existence. 16 

It is possible to identify three types of evolutionary theory being 
deployed foi political purposes at the end of the nineteenth century, 
each having different postulates, and each capable of generating a 
variety of political conclusions. The three types of evolutionary 
theory can broadly be designated Naturalistic, Ethical and Spiritual. 

The first postulates a unity or continuity between Nature and 
Spirit, suggesting that the latter can be understood and explained 
with reference to the former. Nature was to be the guide to or 
standard for ethics. Seth argues, for instance, that the exponents of 
naturalistic evolution, which he terms ethical evolution, ‘naturalise 
morality, to assimilate ethical experience to nature . . .’ (see p. 38). 
In this respect they explain what comes later in terms of what came 
before. This is exemplified by Darwin and Spencer. Darwin, for 
instance, attempted to account for the development of moral and 

u D. G. Ritchie, Ddrwimsm mi Pntilks (London, Swan Sonnenschem, 1901), 100- 

t. Cf 131-2 
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intellectual faculties in human beings by claiming that they are to 
be found in rudimentary form in lower animals. He argues that: 
'the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great 
as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind’, 17 

Ethical evolution opens up a division between Nature and Spirit, 
contending that organic evolution and moral evolution are the 
results of different causes. This position is argued in different ways 
by Wallace and Huxley. Alfred Russel Wallace, while not wanting 
to deny ‘the law of continuity in physical or mental evolution’, 
nevertheless attributes to Nature and Spirit different generative 
capacities. He rejects, for example. Natural Selection as the mech¬ 
anism by which morality and the higher intellectual capacities 
develop. Organic evolution, including the development of the 
human organism, is subject to different laws from the development 
of the civilised mind, He argues that the spiritual world supervenes 
on the natural and generates in humans ethical, mathematical, meta¬ 
physical and aesthetic qualities. He also attributes to this ‘unseen 
universe of Spirit’ gravity, electricity, cohesion, chemical force and 
radiant force, without which the natural world is almost inconceiv¬ 
able. 18 By including such forces in the realm of Spirit, Wallace 
hardly left any grounds for the distinction between Nature and 
Spirit that he posited. 

Huxley, a friend and admirer of Darwin, on the other hand, takes 
a much bolder step towards the divorce of Nature and Spirit. 
Huxley believed that zoological categories and explanations could 
not exhaust all that is to be comprehended in the human condition. 
Social existence required the amelioration of the struggle for sur¬ 
vival, rather than its encouragement. The pursuit of natural rights, 
which he understood in naturalistic terms, benefited only the indi¬ 
vidual at the expense of society. Moral rights, on the other hand, 
have correlative obligations and are conducive to social progress. 
The survival of the fittest could not in Huxley’s view constitute an 
ethical standard because fitness is circumstantially related to the 
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variability of nature. Ethics are not ‘applied Natural History ’. 10 For 
him. the evolution of Nature and moral evolution are two different 
and discontinuous processes. The idea of the survival of the fittest 
belongs to the cosmic process which governs the evolution of nature 
and the human organism. But the capacities which lead to success 
in this process are a disaster for social existence. Morality emerges 
when the cosmic process is checked first by fear of the opinions of 
others, and then by shame and sympathy. Mora! rules arise as a 
result of our feelings of approbation and disapprobation. These 
rules are acquired and we gradually become used to thinking about 
conduct in terms of them. This is what Huxley calls the artificial 
personality, or conscience, which counters the natural character of 
man. Huxley gave ammunition to his critics, however, by introduc¬ 
ing an ambiguity. In a famous qualifying note in ‘Evolution and 
Ethics’ he says that, ‘strictly speaking, social life, and the ethical 
process in virtue of which it advances towards perfection, are part 
and parcel of the general process of evolution’. Furthermore, 
Huxley contends, the ‘general cosmic process begins to be checked 
by a rudimentary ethical process, which is strictly speaking, part of 
the former . . . ,JI 

Spiritual evolution is the self-conscious synthesis of the natural¬ 
istic and ethical theories. The unity of Nature and Spirit is 
reasserted, hut instead of the former accounting for the latter, the 
explanatory power is reversed. It is reference to the higher that 
accounts for the lower. Nature is infused with spirit and natural 
selection can. just as easily account for both moral progress and 
organic development. The recognition of the spiritual principle at 
work in the universe is the condition of our understanding nature. 

Bernard Bosanquet, Henry Jones and Andrew Seth directly 
address Huxley’s arguments. Whereas Bosanquet believes that Hux- 
lev’s distinction is a ‘fatal misconception’ (see p. 57 ). J otles and Seth 
maintain that Huxley has provided an invaluable corrective to those 
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theories which associate ethical life too closely with organic and 
physical processes, Jones argues that, however committed we may 
be to the unity of existence, it would be folly to ignore or understate 
the difference between naturalistic processes and rational moral 
activity. Nature, on Huxley’s terms, can neither know nor think, 
and therefore it is not moral. On the other hand, Jones argues, 
knowing and thinking presupposes nature. Nature furnishes the 
data which intelligence interprets, an intelligence that nature herself 
has evolved. The product of intelligence, namely knowledge, 
belongs just as much to nature as to man. Intelligence is the instru¬ 
ment through which nature is expressed, and although not itself 
intelligent, it is intelligible only to mind. Mind and nature are inter¬ 
dependent, neither can exist without the other. Far from being 
opposed to morality, nature is a willing partner in its development. 
Seth argues that the strength of naturalistic theories of evolutionary 
ethics is their explicit recognition of the unity of the cosmos. Unity 
is not a proposition to be proved, but instead an inescapable 
assumption (see pp. 37-8) what Jones calls a colligating hypothesis 
or absolute assumption, 13 

The British Idealists look to Hegel, and not to the naturalistic 
theories of Spencer and Darwin, for their inspiration. Hegel himself 
lived during a time when biological theories of evolution were 
beginning to emerge. He favoured the idea of emanation over that 
of evolution. In Hegel’s mind, we understand a part only by looking 
at it as part of a whole. The early stages of something are only 
properly understood when they are seen as the early stages of some¬ 
thing more fully developed. This is the case in all specialist fields 
of knowledge, as well as in the attempt to conceive the universe as 
a whole. In Ritchie’s view Spencer’s evolutionary theory failed to 
acknowledge Aristotle’s dictum that the true nature of a thing is to 
be found not in its origin but in its end. 14 Caird makes a similar 
point when he urges that, ‘in the first instance at least, we must 
read development backward and not forward, we must find the key 
to the meaning of the first stage in the last’* Seth, although critical 


23 


£5 


[ones, Faith That Ensures (London, Macmillan, 1922), 95. 

D. G. Ritchie, The Principles of Slate Interference, ind ed. (London, Swan Son- 


nenschein, 1896), 44. 

Edward Caird, The Evolution of Eeligim (Glasgow , 


Madehose, 1899), vol. 45 


xix 




Introduction 


of Hegel on many points, agrees with him that, ‘Nothing can be 
more certain than that all philosophical explanation must be expla¬ 
nation of the lower by the higher.’ 21 ' 

The idea of evolution, far from being a denial of religious experi¬ 
ence, in fact enables us to comprehend it all the better. Jones argues, 
for example, that evolution is nothing other than another name for 
the development of Spirit. Evolution is the hypothesis which pro¬ 
vides ‘the methodizing conception which we employ to render intel¬ 
ligible to ourselves the process which spirit follows in becoming 
free* and .. suggests a solution of the ultimate dualism of mind 
and its objects, and contains the promise of boundless help to 
religious faith’. 27 


Idealism and society 


Nineteenth-century individualists tended to view society either as 
an aggregate or an organism. The communitarian theories of the 
Idealists therefore not only had to combat utilitarian individualism 
but also the organic individualism of Spencer and Stephen. Bradley 
and Green, for example, criticise utilitarianism because it fails to 
account for moral actions which cannot be reduced to the pursuit 
of pleasure. Morality is fundamentally social, and acting morally 
entails a reciprocal concern for others, and not merely a desire to 
achieve a private state of mind, namely happiness, They both 
associate morality with self-realisation, which unlike pleasure, is the 
object of moral action. Bradley, for example argues that self- 
realisation is a moral duty. We have a duty to realise our best seif 
{see p. tot). They also associate self-realisation with the common 
good. The common good is inconceivable apart from membership 
in a society, and the self that is to be realised through moral activity 
is ‘determined, characterised, made what it is by relation to 

others’. 25 , . 

For the Idealists, society is a moral organism the cohesiveness or 
which is not mechanical or biological, as it was for Spencer and 
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Stephen, but instead depends upon the relation in which each 
person stands with every other. Its sinews and ligaments are the 
moral ideas and personal relations without which a society would 
be a mere aggregate of individuals. Bradley, for example, argues 
that society is an organism in which each individual is an organ 
working for the whole. The person is realised in the whole, and the 
whole realises itself through the person. 111 The individual and 
society are mutually inclusive; each is nothing without the other. 
Bradley is not suggesting that social institutions, or one’s station 
and its duties, are the whole story. The outer side of morality to 
which the doctrine of my station and its duties refers has to be 
supplemented with personal morality, that is, ideals that are never 
fully realisable and which are the inner side of morality. 30 This 
provides a standard independent of my station by which to criticise 
and reform society. 

When the Idealists refer to the State, we have to be careful to 
understand the sense in which they are using the concept. On the 
one hand, it is used to designate the totality of the common con¬ 
sciousness of a people or a nation and the purposes it embodies. 
Alternatively, the State is viewed as the instrument of government 
through which individuals act on behalf of the nation. Furthermore, 
it is important, as Bosanquet suggests, to distinguish the ideal 
character of the state and states as they exist empirically (see pp. 
274-6). By associating sovereignty with the state they posit a general 
will which is the real will of the community and of which the real 
will of individuals is a reflection or manifestation. It is the idea that 
organised society embodies an idea of life, along with the will to 
pursue more elevated and spiritually rewarding ends than any single 
individual can attain. 

Even critics sympathetic to collectivism were quick to point out 
the logical implications of positing a will higher than that of the 
individuals who comprised it, Joad contended that it is difficu t to 
get away from the fact that the identification of the real will of 
the individual with the general will merely give the appearance of 
democracy and justice to what might otherwise be construed as the 
arbitrary and tyrannical acts of the state. Idealists were accused of 
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subordinating the individual to the state, and of propagating a moral 
absolutism, the implications of which in international relations were 
imperialism and irresponsible militarism. Hobson, for example, 
complained that the Prussian theory of the state to which British 
Idealists subscribed, compelled the individual to regard himself, his 
will and activity as the instrument of the super-personality of the 
state. 31 Bosanquet argues that our external life is itself the product 
of dominant ideas in which we participate as persons living in com¬ 
munities. The general will is the system of dominant ideas which 
assigns a place and purpose to the individual members. It is the 
totality of minds in their relations with each other, conducive to 
a certain way of life which gives direction and expression to the 
readjustments in the social organisation (see p. 135). 

The state for the Idealists was a moral agent with ideals and 
purposes which it formulated and pursued for the betterment of 
society as a whole. D. G. Ritchie, for example, saw the state as the 
most adequate representative of the general will in the community. 
And for Bosanquet it was the sustainer of rights conducive to the 
good life (see pp. 276-7). Without the state the individual is 
nothing. This does nut mean that the individual owed the state 
blind obedience. Contrary to the view of critics such as Laski, Joad, 
Hobhouse and Hobson, the state for the Idealists was only a moral 
absolute when acting in conformity with its purpose of promoting 
and sustaining the common good. They emphatically maintained 
that no individual can delegate responsibility for making judgements 
about what is right and wrong. States which contravene their pur¬ 
pose and promote factionalism must, on moral grounds, be resisted. 
Green, for example, imposed no unconditional duty on the citizen 
to obey the law at all costs, ‘since those laws may be inconsistent 
with the true end of the state, as the sustainer and harmoniser of 
social relations’. 33 Similarly Ritchie argues that if a law is so at odds 
with a person’s conscience, it must be disobeyed at any cost, other¬ 
wise one’s self-respect and character are degraded (see pp. 153-4)- 
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Even Bosanquet, the target of Hobhouse’s criticism of the meta¬ 
physical theory of the state, is at pains to point out that the state is 
the sustainer of rights, and will not undermine them by force when 
adjustments can be made compatible with the common good (see p. 
274). The state has no duty, however, to find in favour of the indi¬ 
vidual, and the individual’s resistance may only be vindicated in the 
fullness of time. 

Freedom and individuality were, for most of the Idealists, inextri¬ 
cably linked to citizenship, that is, to the idea of self-development 
within a civilised state. Freedom was not therefore associated with 
the absence of constraints, but with acting in accordance with the 
higher good, or general will of the community. Freedom is associ¬ 
ated with choice, and to act rationally is to make the right choices 
in conformity with one’s higher interests. The existence of poverty, 
social deprivation and appalling conditions of work were simply 
incompatible with these ideals. Economics had to be made sub¬ 
ordinate to morality, and the state as the sustainer of the moral 
community had to take an active role in providing the conditions in 
which this transformation could take place. Rights belong to indi¬ 
viduals as members of a community. They are justifiable claims 
recognised as rational and necessary for the common good of 

society. „ 4 

In many respects, even though they were unduly suspicious ol 
the Idealists’ emphasis upon the moral character and higher person¬ 
ality of the state, such New Liberals as J. A. Hobson, L. T. Hob- 
house, H. A. L. Fisher, C. F. G. Masterman, H. W. Massingham 
and to some extent A. A. Asquith, shared the aims of such Idealist 
New Liberals as Green, Caird, Ritchie, Bosanquet, Jones and Hal¬ 
dane. In their common view the role of Liberalism was to raise all 
members of society to a civilised condition, and this necessarily 
entailed positive state intervention, although they disagreed among 
themselves about the desirable level. Green and Bosanquet, for 
example, were much less convinced of the importance of State 
intervention than Ritchie, Jones or Haldane. Their disagreements 
on this issue really amount to a question of the right balance 
between individual and collective responsibility. Bosanquet, for 
example, endorses the desirability of a civilised society exercising 
its will through the state in order to encourage progress in the con¬ 
dition of its members, but not to the extent that it weakens the 
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character of the individual by transferring responsibility to the state 
(see pp. 52-3). As Muirhead remarked: ‘What the State could do was 
to remove hindrances to the free action of what for lack of a better 
name moralists call “conscience” - a faculty that might be deadened 
rather than quickened by a hasty ill-considered collectivism.. 

Herbert Spencer’s Law of Equal Freedom was taken by most to 
be the defining criterion of Individualism Spencer maintained that, 
‘every man may claim the fullest liberty to exercise his faculties 
compatible with the possession of the like liberty by everyone else’/ 5 
The Spencerian Individualists saw almost every act of legislation as 
a further encroachment upon liberty. For them the State and liberty 
were antithetical. Most of the Individualists took socialism in the 
broadest terms to be any attempt to extend the power of the state 
in social matters. The Idealists themselves accepted this broad 
definition of socialism, but at the same time differentiated between 
what they called the right and wrong types. For the Idealists moral¬ 
ity presupposes freedom of choice. Necessity might produce results 
that could be condemned as wrong, but they could not be immoral 
if the actor is deprived of the element of choice. The State cannot 
make men moral, but it can remove the obstacles to self-realisation. 
Social improvement was dependent upon the individual's power of 
seizing and making the most of external conditions. State action 
could not be ruled out or ruled in per se, but instead had to be 
judged on its merits. The criterion of state action for Henry Jones, 
for example, was the contribution that legislation could make to 
moralising existing social relations. Caird argues it is the large cities, 
faced with the consequences of rapid industrial growth, that have 
had to confront the issue of the extent to which the community 
should ‘interfere’ in order to ameliorate the plight of the disadvan¬ 
taged (see p. 180). The Idealists refuse to accept that there is an 
opposition between the individual and the state, and were unwilling 
to condone the rectification of the evils of class bias by shifting the 
emphasis of that bias to the working class. True individualism, that 
is the self-realisation of one’s capacities in the context of society is 
enhanced by the true or right kind of socialism, which uses the 
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state to advance freedom of choke by removing the obstacles to 
the development of individual freedom. It is on the point at which 
individual responsibility might be undermined by too much inter¬ 
ference over which they differ. Bosanquet and Green give a great 
deal of emphasis to self-reliance, Improved housing conditions in 
themselves do not improve moral character. People have to will 
self-improvement. Whereas Bosanquet took a hard line on Poor 
Relief, other Idealists such as Jones and Muirhead were much more 
sympathetic to its extension. 

Democracy and education 

With the 1832 Reform Bill which effectively enfranchised the upper 
middle class, the 1867 Act extending the franchise by about a 
million urban labourers at the upper end of their class, and Glad¬ 
stone’s third Reform Act of 1884 which enfranchised almost two 
million agricultural labourers, even the more Liberal-minded social 
reformers were becoming anxious about the potential social and 
political implications. 

Carlyle, Arnold and Ruskin, for different reasons, but with simi¬ 
lar fundamental predispositions towards a stable hierarchical social 
structure, at the top of which was a natural aristocracy of breeding 
and culture, were sceptical of democratic reform. Henry Maine and 
W. E. H. Lecky followed Tocqueville and J. S. Mill in believing 
that democracy and liberty were fundamentally at odds. They 
believed in their different ways that egalitarian pressures result in a 
uniformity of ideas and aspirations. Although Bentham was an 
advocate of democracy, John Stuart Mill’s attitude was tempered 
by a vehement distrust of the power of public opinion consequent 
upon the rise of democracy. Mill perceived the individual as having 
become subdued under the weight of mass opinion. For Mill the 
individual, far from being the focus of democracy, is the elevated 
intellect standing against egalitarianism and acting as a counterpoise 
to government. 

The New Radicals of the later nineteenth century, who mis¬ 
takenly saw themselves as inheritors of Benthamite principles, and 
the Spencerian Individualists found it difficult to reconcile democ¬ 
racy with laissez-faire capitalism. They equated democracy with 
socialism and saw both as a threat to property rights. Ignorant 
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voters pursuing their narrowly defined self-interests would detract 
from, rather than add to, the common good. The fear was that 
democracy would bring about class biased legislation detrimental to 
propertied interests. Liberals were not always the strongest advo¬ 
cates of democracy. Robert Lowe, James Fitzjames Stephen and 
Walter Bagehot, all committed Liberals, thought that the progress¬ 
ive reforming tendency might be severely jeopardised if the unedu¬ 
cated populace was enfranchised and gained influence over govern¬ 
ment. Bagehot believed that with the decline in reverence for their 
natural rulers and the realisation of their potential power, working 
men would become the target of the highest bidder, sacrificing 
national interest for narrow class bias. 

The Idealists were also sensitive to the dangers of democracy and 
sought to emphasise that with the added responsibility of political 
participation came the obligation of society to eliminate gross 
inequalities which fuelled class antagonisms. This did not mean that 
they were committed to egalitarianism. Caird argues that it was not 
altogether a bad thing to have different class perspectives, as long 
as they did not develop into rigid dogmas (see p. [75). For Jones 
only a perspective that emphasised the unity of society could lead 
to social progress. The class politics of Labour amounted to eristic 
politics which were no match for the dialectic of liberalism. In 
Ritchie’s view representative democracy was the greatest political 
invention the world had ever known because it gave rise to a form 
of government and constitution formerly unknown, and had con¬ 
siderably reduced the risks of democracy in its more traditional 
forms, particularly its inherent instability (see p, 85). Mackenzie 
argued that the fear that democracy leads to anarchy and the domi¬ 
nation of politics by the uneducated majority had not been justified 
by modern representative democracy, which retains a commitment 
to qualitative differences in those chosen to be representatives. 
Ballot boxes and majorities are only the mechanism of democracy. 
It is in fact a mistake to think of self-government in terms of min¬ 
orities and majorities. Instead the people should be conceived as a 
whole, a living, breathing, thinking unity, containing within itself 
the principle of self-rule, as opposed to the idea of a sovereign 
imposing its will from an external position. Conceived in such terms 
aristocracy and democracy are not incompatible. The democratic 
spirit acknowledges that to be governed by the best u self- 
government, and that the best may more adequately express the 
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general will of the whole community. The spirit of democracy is to 
be found in the ideal that each person should be allowed to do, and 
trusted to do, that for which he or she is best equipped and suited 
(see p. 166). 

Education and democratic reform had to go hand in hand. The 
Idealists, particularly Green, Caird, Haldane and Jones, like 
Matthew Arnold, explicitly and fervently linked democratic reforms 
with the need for reforms in education. Green, although a champion 
of the working class, was under no delusions about its depravity. 
The condition of the working class in Britain was, for Green, testi¬ 
mony to the failure of education. If the education of a gentleman 
was to be made available to promising working-class children, undi¬ 
luted in its extension to a broader constituency, it would act as a 
great social leveller. 36 He proposed a system of scholarships that 
would progressively enable a boy of the working or middle class to 
take advantage of all levels of education, including university, if he 
had the ability. Knowledge for the Idealists is power - the capacity 
for self-realisation through personal development - and hence they 
put a high premium upon education, or freedom from ignorance. 

Education, Green thought, would in time lead to the moral 
improvement of society, but in the meantime legislation could be 
used to reduce temptation, especially in relation to the sale of 
alcohol. Haldane had even greater faith in the efficacious powers of 
education to diminish social evils. As long as the state made pro¬ 
vision for adequate housing, a living wage and education, most 
social problems would disappear. If the problems of poverty, hous¬ 
ing and ignorance were properly addressed, Haldane optimistically 
predicted, ‘Temperance will follow.’ In Haldane s view the state 
should give every man and women the right to such education that 
would liberate them from circumstances that were not of their 
making and which prevent ‘them individually from having a real 
chance in life’. 37 

Idealists pursued the goal of the institutional provision of edu¬ 
cation with missionary fervour, advocating that at all levels access 
to knowledge was a concomitant of the extension of democracy. 
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Only an educated and enfranchised electorate could exercise the 
duties of citizenship responsibly. For many of the Idealists the prac¬ 
tical work of social reform often took priority over their scholarly 
pursuits. On the broader front, education was conceived in the 
widest possible sense. Like Plato, Aristotle and Hegel, the British 
Idealists believed that the best education a person could have was 
to be a citizen in a good state. Men and women of integrity set the 
examples of conduct and virtuous living that were to be put before 
the ordinary person. In this respect, every place of work was to act 
as a school of virtue in which, as Henry Jones put it, relations would 
be moralised as they stood. The state itself was an educational insti¬ 
tution charged with teaching only one thing, that is, ‘the nature of 
the goodV 


International relations 

In understanding the views of British Idealists about international 
relations, it is crucial to bear in mind what they conceived philos¬ 
ophy to be. The rede of philosophy is to make intelligible what is 
here and now in terms of its rational development. The real is the 
rational. This does not mean that everything that exists is rational. 
What is real is that which is in conformity with the unfolding of 
reason in the world, that is the gradual development of freedom. In 
this respect international relations as they stood had to be accounted 
for, which was quite a different question from the view about how 
they might yet develop. Both imperialism and war were facts oflife 
that had to be explained. 

It was quite common among later nineteenth-century theorists 
influenced by evolutionary ideas to extend the struggle for existence 
beyond individual competition to groups or communities, particu¬ 
larly nations. Natural Selection was deemed to be a mechanism of 
evolution that operated not only at the individual level, that is, what 
Karl Pearson called intra-group competition, but also among groups 
ranging from small communities to nations which compete against 
each other in the struggle for survival. In Bosanquet’s view, the 
division of labour and exchange of services mitigate nature’s compe¬ 
tition red in tooth and claw, and make the group itself ‘the primary 
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unit in the struggle for existence' (sec p. 55). In Karl Pearson, the 
mathematician, and Benjamin Kidd, the civil ser\ant (second only 
to Spencer in his popularisation of social evolution) and also to a 
lesser extent in David Ritchie, the idea of group selection led to a 
justification of imperialism in which the favoured races had a right 
to exploit the lower in the competition for existence. On the other 
hand Spencer rejected any such conclusion by suggesting that in the 
evolution from militant to industrial society, physical competition is 
replaced by commercial competition and co-operation. 

Walter Bagehot saw national character as the primary form of 
social cohesion or group identity, and saw its transmission from one 
generation to another in Lamarckian terms. In the relations among 
nations he believed that it was a law of nature that the strongest 
prevail in the Darwinian struggle for survival. Leslie Stephen, while 
dubious about the methods of the Lnglish and Spanish in America, 
makes it clear that twenty million civilised whites are preferable to 
one million red savages populating the continent.^ It was, as 
Leonard Hobhouse suggested, the Boer War that brought attitudes 
to imperialism to a head, Cecil Rhodes’s justification of social 
imperialism’ (the exploitation of savages in order to avert unrest 
among the British working class) and his methods in South Africa, 
especially his role in the Jameson Raid, were largely condemned by 
the Idealists and Liberals in general. Such Liberals as Campbell- 
Bannerman, Harcourt, Morley, Lloyd George, Hobhouse and 
Hobson, along with most of the leading Idealists, including Bosan- 
quet and Caird, condemned the war wholeheartedly. Caird, for 
example, chaired a meeting in support of the campaign to highlight 
the plight of Boer women and children in the South African con¬ 
centration camps, and strongly opposed Oxford University s confer¬ 
ment of an honorary degree upon Cecil Rhodes in 1899 It was 
possible, however, to condemn the methods without necessarily 
opposing the war. There was a band of Liberal Imperialists, headed 
by Rosebery and supported by Asquith and Edward Grey, and 
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which counted among its adherents the Idealist philosophers Lord 
Haldane (a Liberal peer), David Ritchie and Henry Jones, who at 
once deplored the barbaric conduct of the war but at the same time 
supported the imperial principle at stake. Haldane, for example, 
thought the Jameson Raid a monumental blunder, and Britain’s 
entry into the war avoidable, had negotiations been handled by 
someone with a more diplomatic temperament than Milner. The 
war itself, however, raised issues regarding Britain’s credibility and 
vulnerability in future foreign relations. Haldane thought with¬ 
drawal would both undermine the troops already committed, and 
‘place ourselves in position of danger from the rest of the world’, 41 
The fact that imperialism existed, and w ; ould not simply go away, 
necessitated more than outright condemnation. In this respect even 
Hobhouse and Hobson, the most severe critics of Idealist politics, 
believed that there was a right kind of imperialism which entailed 
a responsible and sustained effort ro prepare indigenous peoples 
for self-government, The Idealists agreed. Economic or social 
imperialism exhibited the most barbaric and reprehensible conduct 
against peoples ill-equipped to protect themselves (see pp. ayH*)” 
It was now up to the British Government, they argued, to ensure 
that a more humane and responsible attitude was maintained. The 
only justification for intervention in the affairs of the inferior races 
was to rule in their interests and, in so far as they have a capacity 
for participating in the good life, all forms of subjugation were pro¬ 
hibited. The only justification for imperialism, if indeed it could be 
justified at all, "was the fundamental principle that the superior 
people saw it as its solemn duty to elevate the lower to its own level. 
Ritchie expressed a more extreme view when he argued that many 
of the lower races mav never be fit to govern themselves, and for 
their own sakes we should rule over them in an imperial and des¬ 
potic manner (see p 92) 

Contrary to the view that critics such as Hobhouse and Hobson 
had of the Idealist view of the relation of the state to other states, 
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peace among nations was for them the natural condition of 
humanity. Bosanquet explicitly suggested that ‘the normal relation 
of states is co-operative’ (see p. 276). While some were less con¬ 
demnatory than others, none saw war as a permanent condition. 
Ritchie, like Hegel, recognised the extent to which war contributes 
to the social unity of the nation. He argued that: ‘So far as the 
history of the world has yet gone, war has been a more important 
factor than industrial competition m producing social organisms as 
distinct from mere social aggregates. ,n On the other hand Green set 
the tone for the other Idealists in rejecting Hegel’s international 
relations theory and contending that war is a consequence, not of 
healthy states, but of defective states failing to fulfil their purpose 
of promoting the common good, and no one side in such disputes 
can be totally absolved of blame (see pp. 227-9). as Bosanquet 
puts it in this volume, war has to be understood, not as an absolute 
evil but as part of the moral life consequent upon man’s fallible 
nature (see p. 294.). We all have to take responsibility for the ulti¬ 
mate stupidity of war and work to eliminate it as we do with all 
other evils. 44 

The British Idealists all believed, in their different degrees, that 
there was the possibility of a general will developing out of the 
already existing attempts at international co-operation, such as the 
Empire, or in the relations which Canada, the United States of 
America and Great Britain enjoyed with each other. For these Ideal¬ 
ists there is no opposition between the obligations of a citizen and 
the obligations of the person towards humanity, that is between 
political right and cosmopolitan right, because it is through the state 
that we most effectively contribute to the development of higher 
ideals and the establishment of a general will among nations. It is 
true that Bradley and Bosanquet were rather pessimistic about the 
extent to which international law could develop given the lack of an 
organised moral community in the international sphere, but they 
did not rule out states being superseded by a higher, organised and 


>m/ of Ethics, m (1901-2), 47 t and J A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, ol. 
J. Townshend (London, Harvester, 1988), 246- . 

' D G. Ritchie, ‘Social Evolution’, in Studies tn Politic l and Sofia. Ethics (London, 

Swan Sonnenschein, 190a), 167 . , . , ,, v jj 

' Bernard Bosanquet, ‘Function of the State in Promoting the Umty ol Mankind* 
jot; Bernard Bosanquet, Seme Suggestions in htkus I London, Macmidan. 1918). 
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more inclusive moral community, Other Idealists, such as Green, 
Caird, Jones, Sorley, Watson, MaeCunn and Haldane were much 
more optimistic about the extent to which a moral community was 
developing beyond state borders. As Haldane insisted, morality con¬ 
sists of much more than formal laws and prescriptions, and resides 
in a common spirit which permeates a people and which imparts 
appropriate and inappropriate ways to behave. Acting in some ways, 
while not illegal, is simply bad form. It was this spirit that he saw 
gradually being extended among civilised nations. With the advent 
of the First World War, all of the Idealists, with differing degrees 
of optimism, put their faith in a League of Nations to develop, and 
to be the expression of, an international General Will sufficient to 
reduce conflict and promote peaceable relations, the natural con¬ 
dition of mankind. 

While critics of British Idealism wished to attribute a good deal 
of blame to Hegel for German militarism, they did not bring into 
question the patriotism of his British admirers. The British Idealists 
were forced onto the offensive, however, not only by direct criticism 
of their philosophy in books like Hobhouse s Metaphysical Theory 
of the State , but also by the implied criticism contained in writings 
against German philosophy in books by such eminent philosophers 
as George Santayana and John Dewey. 45 The British Idealists all 
condemned German aggression, but differed considerably among 
themselves about the degree to which I legel, and German philos¬ 
ophy in general, could be implicated. Most were concerned to sug¬ 
gest that Hegelianism, in the context uf a more liberal atmosphere 
thin prevailed in Germany, leads to a democratic rather than a 
militaristic society. In this volume John Watson argues that Hegel 
expressly denied that the cohesiveness of society rests upon force 
rather than will. Hegel’s philosophy simply could not be taken as 
an endorsement of Treitschke’s doctrine of power politics. Hegel 
and his generation of German philosophers sought to raise the 
consciousness of Germans above the level of mere parochialism and 
self-interest, and taught that such things must be renounced if it is 
possible to have a nation at all. They taught a form of patriotism. 


L. T. Hobhouse, The Mttapkyw*! 7tan oi/rtr (Undon, ' 
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and not the militaristic expansionism of their modern-day compat¬ 
riots. 

Idealism, as portrated in this introduction, fulfilled a number 
of purposes in a society experiencing the consequences of rapid 
industrialisation and the expansion of world trade. It acted as a 
counterbalance to the individualism of utilitarianism, offering a 
philosophy that gave a much needed emphasis to social cohesiveness 
and to the closeness of the relation between individual and collective 
responsibility. Idealism sought to heighten, rather than, as its critics 
contended, to diminish, individual responsibility by increased state 
intervention. It emphasised the development of moral character in 
the context of an enabling state. It was an intensely moralistic and 
judgemental philosophy, condemning all social evils, [t emphasised 
both the responsibility of individuals to seize every opportunity to 
make themselves more virtuous, and of the owners of capital to 
transform their workshops into schools of virtue. The role of the 
State in all this was to ensure that any impediments to self- 
realisation were removed. In its international focus Idealism centred 
upon the responsibility of the State to broaden the moral com¬ 
munity so that more and more people become our neighbours. As 
the embodiment of the General Will and as the representative and 
sustainer of the highest degrees of civilisation, the State had a duty 
to promote humanitarian ideals beyond its borders. In relations with 
lower races’ the implication was a form of moral imperialism. In 
relations among civilised nations, Idealism advocated the injection 
of moral ideals and constraints in economic and political exchanges. 
While both a historicist and communitarian philosophy Idealism 
had no place within it for moral relativism. The reason for this w r as 
its emphasis upon rationality, the equation of freedom with choice 
in a social context, and spiritual self-realisation. 


XXX 1 I 1 



Idealist biographies 

Bernard bosanquet was born 14 June 1848, near Alnwick, 
Northumberland. He was educated at Harrow and Balliol College, 
Oxford. As an undergraduate he was greatly influenced by Jowett 
and Green. Green thought him one of the ablest men of his 
generation. From 1870 to 1881 he was a Fellow of University 
College, Oxford. He then went to live in London where he 
became a prominent figure in the activities of The London Ethi¬ 
cal Society and the Charity Organisation Society, of which he 
became chairman of the Council in 1916. Bosanquet was presi¬ 
dent of the Aristotelian Society from 1894-8, In 1903 he suc¬ 
ceeded D. G. Ritchie in the chair of moral philosophy, University 
of St Andrew's, where he stayed until 1908. He delivered the 
Gifford Lectures at Edinburgh in 1911 and 1912. With Green 
and Bradley, Bosanquet was one of the three leading figures in 
the schoofof Idealism. He was, with Henry Jones, one of the 
most Hegelian thinkers among the British Idealists, and a prolific 
writer on all aspects of philosophy and politics. During and after 
the First World War he was unfairly criticised for advocating 
State absolutism. He died in 1923 

Biographical: A. D. Lindsay, Dictionary of National Biography 
1^22 jo, A. C, Bradley and R, R Haldane, ‘Bernard Bosanquet’ 
(1848-1923), Proceedings of the British Academy, x (1921-3); J. H. 
Muirhead, ‘Bernard Bosanquet’, Mind, xxxii (1923), Helen Bosan¬ 
quet, Bernard Bosanquet: A Short Account of His Life (London, Mac¬ 
millan, 1924), J. H. Muirhead ed., Bernard Bosanquet andhts Friends 
(London, Allen and Unwin, 1935) 
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Principal works: Aspects of the Social Problem 11895); The Philosophi¬ 
cal Theory of the State (iSgg); The Principle of Individuality and 
Value (1912); The Value and Destiny of the Individual (1913); Social 
and International Ideals: Being Studies m Patriotism (igi7); Some 
Suggestions in Ethics (1918). All published by Macmillan, London. 

Francis HERBERT Bradley was born in Gapham, London on 
30 January 1846. He was educated at Cheltenham College, Marlbor¬ 
ough School and University College, Oxford. In 1870 he became a 
life Fellow of Merton College. He became more and more reclusive 
as he grew r older, but he played bis part in College administration. 
He was the recipient of many awards, including an honorary doctor¬ 
ate from Glasgow University in 1883, membership of the Royal 
Danish Academy in 1922, an honorary Fellowship of the British 
Academy in 1923, and the Order of Merit in 1924. 

He was, like Green and Caird, greatly influenced by Hegel, but 
never regarded himself as an Hegelian because of the extent to 
which he disagreed with Hegel’s fundamental ideas. He is widely 
regarded as the most intellectually rigorous of the British Idealists. 
Unlike most of his fellow Idealists, who had practical experience of 
the social evils of Victorian Britain, he wrote little about political 
issues, and is believed to have taken a conservative stance on the 
important social and political questions of the day, I le died of blood 
poisoning in 1924. 

Biographical: A. E, Taylor, ‘Francis Herbert Bradley, 1846—1924 , 
Proceedings of the British Academy, xi (1924-5); G. R. G. Mure, 
‘F. H. Bradley: Towards a Portrait’, Encounter , xvi (1961); A. E. 
Taylor, ‘Bradley, Francis Herbert’, Dictionary of National Biography 
1922-[930. 

Principal works: Ethical Studies (London, Regan Paul, 1876); The 
Principles of Logic, 2nd edn (London, Oxford University Press, 
1922); Appearance and Reality (London, Oxford University Press, 
1893: 2nd edn 1897}; Essays on Truth and Reality (Oxford, Claren¬ 
don Press, 1914); Collected Essays (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1935). 

edward caird was born in Greenock on 23 March 1835. During 
his early vears he lived with his aunt Jane Caird. He was educated 
at Greenock Acadeim until the age of fifteen when he entered Glas¬ 
gow University in 1850. Ill health forced him to seek a change of 
air first at St Andrews, and then at Errol in Perthshire where his 
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elder brother John, destined to become Principal of the University 
of Glasgow, was the parish minister. In 1858 he resumed his studies 
in Glasgow and took classes in Divinity, but then changed direction 
and transferred to Oxford where he became re-acquainted with his 
former class friend, John Nieol who founded the Old Mortality 
Society whose members included A. V. Dicey and T. H. Green. 
He was taught by Jowett at Oxford, and became extremely friendly 
with T. H. Green, who he regarded as a kindred spirit in politics 
and in his attitude towards education as well as in philosophy. Caird 
graduated in 1863, and became a fellow and tutor of Merton Col¬ 
lege until his elevation to the chair of moral philosophy at Glasgow 
in 1866. After twenty-seven years he returned to Oxford as Jewett's 
successor to the Mastership of Balliol College (1893). 

He maintained an active interest in polities and social questions. 
Throughout his career he was a strong advocate of university edu¬ 
cation for women and working men, giving his support to the estab¬ 
lishment of Ruskin College, Oxford, and extending education to the 
industrial areas by means of the University Extension Scheme, He 
lectured in the East End of London, for example, on socialism, 
In Glasgow he was the leading light in the establishment of ‘The 
University Settlement Association’, modelled after Toynbee Hall in 
London, and ‘The Women's Protective and Provident League 
whose objective was to improve by protective legislation the 
working conditions of women and children in industry. He was an 
avid supporter of the Garibaldi rising in 1859 and of Abraham Lin¬ 
coln in the American Civil War. He was an avowed opponent of 
the Boer War and vehemently objected to Cecil Rhodes being hon¬ 
oured by Oxford University in 1899- Caird was awarded honorary 
doctorates from the universities of St Andrews (1883), Oxford 
(1891), Cambridge (1898) and Wales (1902). He was an original 
Fellow of the British Academy {1902) and a corresponding member 
of the French Academie des Sciences morales et politiques. He 
delivered the Gifford Lectures in St Andrews in 1891-2, and in 
Glasgow in 1900. Caird died on 1 November 1908. He is buried 
next to Green and Jowett m St Sepulchre’s cemetery, Oxford. 
Biographical: The Times , 3 Nov, 1908; Glasgow Herald , 6 Nov. 1908; 
‘Caird, Edward (1835- 1908V, Dictionary of National Biography, 
John Watson, ‘Edward Caird as Teacher and Thinker , Queens 
Quarterly , xvi (1908); Bernard Bosanquet, ‘Edward Caird 1835- 
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1908’, Proceedings of the British Academy , 3 (7907-8); Sir Henry 
Jones and J. H. Muirhead, The Life and Philosophy of Edward Catrd 
(Glasgow, Maclehose, 1921). 

Principal works: A Critical Account of the Philosophy of Kant 
(Glasgow, Maclehose, 1877); Hegel (Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1883); 
Essays in Literature and Philosophy, 2 vols, (Glasgow, Maclehose, 
1892); The Evolution of Religion (Glasgow, Maclehose, 1893), 

t. h. GREEN was born atBirkin, the West Riding ofYorkshire on 
7 April 1836. His father, Valentine Green, was an evangelical rector. 
Green was educated at Rugby and Balliol College, Oxford, where 
he was taught bv Benjamin Jowett and Charles Parker, He became 
a Fellow of Balliol in :86o, and was re-elected in 1872. He received 
a LL.D. from Glasgow University in 1875, and was appointed 
Whyte’s Professor of Moral Philosophy in 1878. 

For parts of 1865 and 1866 Green was assistant commissioner 
for the Royal Commission of 186+ which inquired into educational 
provision for the middle class in England. Green was a radical on 
most of the important issues of his day. He was a champion of 
the North against slavery in the American Civil War and actively 
supported educational, parliamentary, and social reform (including 
liquor legislation) in Britain by speaking at public meetings and 
contributing to the practical success of schemes he helped to 
initiate. He was a personal inspiration to many leading reformers 
including Asquith, Alfred Milner, Charles Gore and Scott Holland. 
In 187b he was elected to Oxford Town Council. He died on 15 
March 1882, 

Biographical: R. L. Nettleship, ‘Memoir, in If otks of Thomas Hill 
Green (London, Longmans Green, 1888); J. H. Muirhead, 1 Thomas 
Hill Green 1832-1882’, in Great Democrats , ed. A. Bar rat Brown 
(London, Ivor Nicholson and Watson, 1934); Alan P. F. Sell, Philo¬ 
sophical Idealism and Christian Belief (Cardiff, University of Wales 
Press, 1995). 

Principal works: Prolegomena to Ethics (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 
1883); Works of Thomas Hill Green , ed. R. L. Nettleship, 3 vois. 
(London, Longmans Green, 1885-8). 

henry jones was born on 30 November 1852 at Llangemyw, 
Denbighshire, into a strong Calvinistic Methodist family. He left 
school at the age of twelve to follow his father s trade as a shoe- 
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maker. Shortly afterwards he continued his education while 
working. He won a scholarship to Bangor Normal teacher training 
college in 1870, and became the headmaster of the Ironworks School 
at Brynammam, South Wales, in 1873. He was a lay preacher and 
registered Calvinist minister. He won a scholarship to study at Glas¬ 
gow University in 1875 where he came under the influence of 
Edward Caird and John Nicol. They persuaded him to give up his 
religious ambitions and make philosophy his vocation. On gradu¬ 
ating Jones won the Clarke Fellowship. In 1882 he became a lecturer 
at University College, Aberystwyth, and then a professor at the 
University College of North Wales, Bangor (1884), St. Andrew’s 
(1891) and Glasgow (1894). 

In politics he was a Liberal and close friend of David Lloyd 
George. He believed passionately in the responsibility of university 
professors to give moral guidance to the general community. He 
took a lead in establishing and supporting the University Settlement 
in Glasgow and the Civic Society. He was committed to forging 
links between the University and business and getting businessmen 
to acknowledge their responsibilities to the broader community. He 
campaigned vigorously in Wales and Scotland for educational 
reform, including university education for women. He served on 
Haldane’s Royal Commission of 1916-17 into the University of 
Wales. During the war he campaigned on behalf of the Parliamen¬ 
tary Recruitment Committee throughout Wales in an attempt to 
quell syndicalist opposition from miners in Merthyr and North 
Wales slate quarrymen. 

He was awarded doctorates from the University of St Andrews 
and the University of Wales. In 1904 he was elected a Fellow of the 
British Academy. He was knighted in 1912 and became a Com¬ 
panion of Honour in 1922. He was the Gifford Lecturer at Glasgow 
University in 1920 and 1921. He died on 4 February, 1922. 
Biographical: Henry Jones, Old Memories , ed. Thomas Jones 
(London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1922); J. H, Muirhead, ‘Sir 
Henrv Jones’, Proceeding of the British Academy, x (1921-3); 
H. J. W. Hetherington, The Life and Letters of Sir Henry Jones 
(London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1924); H. J. \V. Hetherington, 
‘Jones, Henry 1852-1922’, Dictionary of National Biography 1921 - 
1931, The Times , 6 Feb. 1922 \ John O’London’s Weekly, 11 March 
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1922; Western Mail , 6 Feb. 1922, Leonard Russell, ‘Sir Henry 
Jones’, Mind , xxxi (1922). 

Principal works: Browning as a Philosophical and Religions Teacher 
(Glasgow, Madehose, 1891); The Philosophy of Lotze (Glasgow, 
Madehose, 1895); Idealism as a Practical Creed (Glasgow, Made- 
hose, 1909); The Working Faith of the Social Reformer (London, 
Macmillan, 1910}; The Principles of Citizenship (London, Macmillan, 
1919); A Faith Thai Inquires (London, Macmillan, 1922). 

john stuart maukenzie was born on 29 February i860 at 
Springburn, near Hoggantield, Glasgow. He was orphaned in 
Buenos Aires and despatched back to Tollcross, Scotland, where 
he attended the local school, and then Annfield House Academy, 
Glasgow, He was taught by Caird and Jones at Glasgow University. 
On completing his degree, Mackenzie won the Clarke Fellowship 
and succeeded Jones as Caird’s assistant. He then succeeded W. R. 
Sorley to the Shaw Fellowship at Edinburgh, and in 1886 followed 
the advice of his predecessor to study in Cambridge. There he 
became a dose friend of j. M. E. McTaggart, whom he converted 
from his early enthusiasm for Spencer to an admiration for Hegel. 
His Shaw lectures were published as Introduction to Social Philos¬ 
ophy in 1890 and anticipated much of the social legislation that was 
to follow over the next twenty-five years, including the growth of 
adult education, unemployment insurance, and economic planning 
with respect to investments and labour. In 1895 he became pro¬ 
fessor of logic and philosophy at Cardiff. In 1911 he received the 
honorary degree of LL.D. from Glasgow and in 1934 was e!ected a 
Fellow of the British Academy. He retired in 1915 at the age of 
fifty-five. He unsuccessfully stood as a Labour candidate in 1918 
for the University of Wales. He died on 6 December 1935. 
Biographical: J. W, Scott, 'Mackenzie, John Stuart (1860-1935F, 
Dictionary of National Biography tgyt-pr, J. H. Muirhead, John 
Stuart Mackenzie’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 21 (1935)1 
J H Muirhead, ‘J. S. Mackenzie (1860-1935)’, Mind, n.s., 45 
(1936); M. Mackenzie, ed, John Stuart Mackenzie (London, 

Williams and Norgate, 1936). 

Principal works: An Introduction to Social Philosophy (Glasgow^ 
Madehose, 1895); Outlines of Metaphysics (London, Allen and 
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Unwii, 1902); Manual of Ethic , 5th edn (London, University 
Tutorial Press, 1918); Outlines of Soeuil Philosophy (London, Allen 
and Unwin, 1918). 

JOHN HENRY muirhead was born into an evangelical household 
on 28 April 1855 in Glasgow. He was educated at Gilbertfield and 
the Glasgow Academy. In 1870, at the age of fifteen, Muirhead 
entered Glasgow University. At Glasgow he was greatly influenced 
by the young Caird, at whose house Muirhead met T. H. Green in 
1874. He graduated in 1875, Muirhead won a Snell Exhibition in 
philosophy to study at Balliol, Oxford, under Green and R. L. 
Nettleship. Muirhead graduated from Oxford in 1879 and accepted 
the job of Junior Assistant in Latin at Glasgow University. In 1885 
he briefly flirted with the idea of beeoming a Unitarian minister and 
studied at Manchester New College, London. During this time he 
was an active member of the London Ethical Society, which led to 
his involvement in the University Extension Scheme, which is how 
he came to know J. A, Hobson, Although sympathetic to Fabianism, 
even attending some of its meetings, Muirhead was distrustful of 
its emphasis upon efficiency and its lack of sensitivity to how indi¬ 
viduals reacted to collectivist reforms. In 1897 Muirhead went to 
what was then Mason College in Birmingham, shortly to become 
the University, to the chair of Philosophy and Political Economy. 
He was anxious that the University become involved in alleviating 
the social problems of Birmingham by means of co-operation with 
industry and medicine. He visited factories to witness the conditions 
for himself. He was also heavily involved in the University Exten¬ 
sion scheme, Workers’ Educational Association, and the work of 
establishing secondary schools in the Midlands under the provisions 
of the 1902 Education Act, He exemplified perfectly what Idealists 
meant by active citizenship. He was opposed to the Boer War and 
economic and social imperialism, and was an exponent of inter¬ 
national co-operation along the lines presented by Kant in Perpetual 
Peace, Muirhead retired in 1921 but nevertheless took up posts in 
Edinburgh and California. He was the editor of the Library of Phil¬ 
osophy series, 1888-1940, and played a prominent role in The Brit¬ 
ish Institute of Philosophy, and succeeded L, T. Hobhouse as 
Chairman of the Council in 1930. He was elected a Fellow of the 
British Academy in 1931. He died on 24 May 194c. 
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Biographical: Glasgow Herald , 30 May 1940; C. G. Robertson, 
‘Muirhead, John Henry (1855-1940)’, Dictionary of National 
Biography 1931-41', J. W. Harvey, ‘J. H. Muirhead 1855-1940’, 
Mind , n.s,, 50 (1941); C. G. Robertson and W. D. Ross, ‘John 
Henry Muirhead 1855-1940’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 
xxvi (1940); J. H. Muirhead, Reflections by a Journeyman in Philos¬ 
ophy (London, Allen and Unwin, 1942). 

Principal works: The Elements of Ethics (London, Murray, 1892); 
The Semite of the State (London, Murray, 1908); By What Auth¬ 
ority? Principles in the Reports of the Poor Law Commission (London, 
Lodge and King, 1909); German Philosophy m Relation to the War 
(London, Murray, 1915); The Platonic Tradition tn Anglo-Saxon 
Philosophy (London, Allen and Unwin, 1931). 

ANDREW SETH PRINGLE-PATTISON was born Andrew Seth on 
20 December 1856 in Edinburgh. Seth was educated at the Royal 
High School, Edinburgh before going on to the University in 1873, 
He was influenced by Campbell Fraser, and was a contemporary of 
D. G. Ritchie, W. R. Sorley, and R. B. Haldane, with whom he 
became a lifelong friend. He graduated in 1878, and was awarded a 
Hibbert travel scholarship to study for two years in Berlin, Jena and 
Gottingen. Among his teachers in Germany were R. H. Lotze, to 
whom he frequently refers in his writings. In 1880 Seth became 
class assistant to Campbell Fraser, succeeding W. R. Sorley, during 
which time he wrote for The Scotsman. In 1883 he was appointed 
professor of logic and philosophy at the University College of South 
Wales and Monmouthshire at Cardiff. From there he took up the 
chair of logic, rhetoric and metaphysics at St Andrews University 
and in 1891 he succeeded Campbell Fraser to the chair of logic and 
metaphysics at Edinburgh. He was awarded honorary degrees by- 
St Andrews University (1892), Princeton (1898), Durham (1902) 
and Edinburgh (1919)- He was elected a Fellow of the British 
Academy in 1904 and was invited to deliver the Gifford Lectures 
at Aberdeen (1912-13) and Edinburgh (1921-3)- He retired in 

9 In 1898, on the death of Mrs Pringle-Pattison, a distant relative, 
Seth inherited the family fortune and estate of The Haining, Selkir 
in the Scottish Borders, on condition that he adopted her surname 
Seth was not as actively involved in politics as many of the Idealists 
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and wrote little on social questions. He died at The Haining on i 
September 1931. 

Biographical: The Times, 2 September 1931; The Scotsman, 2 Sep¬ 
tember 1931; John Laird, ‘Pattison, Andrew Seth Pringle- (1856- 
1931)', Dictionary of National Biography igjj-4/; E, N. fylerring- 
ton, ‘A Scottish Thinker: Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattison’, The Aus¬ 
tralasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy , ix (1931); J. B. Baillie, 
‘Pringle-Pattison as Philosopher’, Proceedings oj the British Academy 
(1931); A. Seth Pringle-Pattison, Balfour Lectures on Realism: With 
a Memoir by G. F. Barbour (Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1933). 

Principal works: The Development front Kant to Hegel (London, Wil¬ 
liams and Norgate, 1882); Hegelianism and Personality (Edinburgh, 
Blackwood, 1887); Mans Place in the Cosmos (Edinburgh, Black¬ 
wood, 1897); Studies in the Philosophy of Religion (Oxford, Claren¬ 
don Press, 1930J; The Balfour Lectures on Realism (Edinburgh, 
Blackwood, 1933). 

david GEORCiE ritchie was bom in Jedburgh, Scotland, on 26 
October 1853, into a cultured family which included among its 
number academics and clergymen. His father was the parish minis¬ 
ter, elected as moderator to the general assembly of the Church of 
Scotland in 1870. He was educated at Jedburgh Academy and 
entered Edinburgh University in 1869 where he was taught by 
Campbell Fraser and Henry Calderwood. He attended a botany 
class which stimulated a lifelong interest that would find expression 
in his ethical and political writings. He graduated in classics with 
first-class honours in 1875 and went on to Balliol College, Oxford. 
He was a tutor at Balliol from 1882-6. He was influenced by both 
T. H, Green and Arnold Toynbee. In 1894 Ritchie was appointed 
to the chair at St Andrew’s. He was awarded an honorary LL.D. 
by Edinburgh University in 1898, and in 1898-9 he was president 

of the Aristotelian Society. ( 

One of Ritchie’s colleagues described him as a socialist and ‘zeal¬ 
ous’ democrat whose way of thinking seemed to have little in 
common with ordinary people. I Ic was an early member of the 
Fabian Society, but left in the mid-iSpos. He was at the forefront 
in criticising the application of naturalistic theories of evolution to 
society. His The Principles of State Interference was one of the most 
widelv read political tracts in the English-speaking world. Ritchie 
died on 3 February 1903 at St Andrews. 
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Biographical: E. S Haldane, 'Ritchie, David George (1853-1903)’, 
Dictionary of National Biography iqoi-iqtr, Robert Latter, 
’Memoir’, in Philosophical Studies by David D. Ritchie (London, 
Macmillan, 1905). 

Principal works: Darwinism and Politics (1H89); The Principles of 
State Interference (1891); Darwin and Hegel with other philosophical 
studies (1893); Natural Rights (1894): Studies in Political and Social 
Ethics (1902). All published by Sonnenschein, London 

John WATSON was born in the Gorbals, Glasgow, on 25 February 
1847. After working as a clerk he entered Glasgow University in 
1866 intending to become a minister, from which he was dissuaded 
by Edward Caird. Caird thought that Watson and Henry Jones were 
his best students, finding it difficult to decide between them when 
recommending a successor for his chair of Morai Philosophy at 
Glasgow in 1892. Jones, in the end, narrowly secured Caird’s sup¬ 
port. On the recommendation of Caird, Watson was appointed in 
1872 to the chair of Logic, Metaphysics and Ethics at the tradition¬ 
ally Presbyterian University of Queen’s in Kingston, Ontario, 
Canada. In 1889 he became Professor of Moral Philosophy, and was 
Vice-Principal from 1901-1924- He was awarded the degree of 
LL.D. by Glasgow University in 1880 and later by the University 
of Toronto. Michigan awarded him a Litt. D., and Knox College, 
Toronto, a D.D. Watson was a charter member of the Royal Society 
of Canada which was founded in 1882, and was the first Canadian 
to be invited to deliver the Gifford Lectures at Glasgow University 
(1910-12). He died in Kingston at the age of ninety-one. Watson 
was very influential in shaping university education in Canada. 
Biographical: R. C. Wallace, Some Great Men of Queen’s (Toronto, 
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A note on the text 

The selection of texts reprinted here is meant to be representative 
of the political writings of the British Idealists and the debates to 
which they contributed. T. H. Green’s political writings are already 
available in a Cambridge University Press edition, Lectures on the 
Principles of Political Obligation and Other Writings, ed. P. Harris 
and John Morrow (1986). 1 have therefore included only one item 
from Green. I have chosen not to reprint F. H. Bradley’s ‘My 
Station and its Duties’ because it has for too long mistakenly been 
identified as his own ethical position. Peter Nicholson has, however, 
convincingly shown that the theory of ‘My Station and its Duties’ 
is a partial and one-sided representation that gives a view of the 
external content of morality which, in the next chapter of Ethical 
Studies, Bradley then goes on to qualify by giving morality an 
internally generated source for its content, and point of reference 
for criticism of the external content. ‘Ideal Morality’ is, therefore, 
reprinted here as Bradley’s ethical position, Had the collection been 
longer I would have included a section on punishment, an issue that 
exercised the mind of many a Victorian reformer. 

The British Idealists had a habit of quoting from a variety of 
sources without giving references. Where I have had to add to their 
own footnotes, denoted by superscript letters of the alphabet, my 
additions appear in square parentheses. My own footnotes are 
denoted by Arabic numerals. 

The sources for the items reprinted here are the following: 1, 
Essays in Philosophical Criticism, ed. Andrew Seth and R. B. Haldane 
(T.ondon, I-ongmans Green, 1883). 2, Andrew 7 Seth, Mans Place tn 
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ike Cosmos (Edinburgh and London, Blackwood, 1897). 3, Aspects 
of the Social Problem , ed. Bernard Bosanquet (London, Macmillan, 
1895). 4, Ethical Democracy: Essays in Social Dynamics, ed. S. Coit 
(London, Swan Sonnenschein, 1900). 5, F. H. Bradley, Ethical 
Studies, 2nd edn (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1927). 6, Aspects of the 
Social Problem, ed, Bernard Bosanquet (London, Macmillan, 1897). 
7, D, G. Ritchie, Darwin and Hegel with other philosophical studies 
(London, Swan Sonnenschein, 1893). 8, international Journal of 
Ethics, 16 (1906). 9, Inaugural lecture to the Civic Society of Glas¬ 
gow (Glasgow, Maclehose, 1897). 10, Henry Jones, The Working 
Faith of the Social Reformer (London, Macmillan, 1910). 11, T, H. 
Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation , ed. Bernard 
Bosanquet (London, Longmans Green, rgi7). 12, The Fortnightly 
Review, ] August 1900. 13, Queens Quarterly, 23 (1916). 14, 
Bernard Bosanquet, Social and International Ideals: Being Studies in 
Patriotism (London, Macmillan, 1917). 
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I 

The Social Organism 

HENRY JONES 

English ethical philosophy is no longer purely individualistic. Hume 
pursued the principles of individualism to their logical conclusion, 
and refuted it as a theory of knowledge by revealing the absolute 
scepticism which it involves. The question which lies at the basis 
of the ‘Critique of Pure Reason’ shows that Kant considered 
Hume’s work final, and individualism an exhausted vein of thought. 
History also corroborated the destructive teachings of Hume when 
individualism received its practical refutation in the French Revol¬ 
ution. Both theoretically and practically the disintegrating move¬ 
ment of thought completed its work and exhausted itself at the dose 
of the last century. It isolated the individual from his physical and 
spiritual surroundings, and then found that he was only the shadow 
of a false philosophy. The present age is abandoning the philosophy 
which regarded mind as a thinking thing acting m vacuo , it has lost 
faith in moral Melchisedecs, and it demands from all the genealogy 
of their habits of thought and action. 1 The problems of individual¬ 
ism are losing their interest, and fresh, problems, which lay beyond 
the horizon of the past age, have by the silent progress of thought 
come into the fore-front of our own. The educated attention of the 
present is directed to the relations of individuals rather than to 
individuals themselves: and these relations are regarded, in a more 
or less uncertain sense, as essential to, if not constitutive of, individ¬ 
uals. Modern speculation is, in a word, reconstructive in its tend- 

1 This appears to be a reference to Mdchiitedek, king of righteousness. He was 
priest of the ‘supreme f i' and king of Salem, to whom even Abraham bad to pay 
tithes. 
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ency. It endeavours to free itself of its inherited atomism, and fit 
the individual into his surroundings. Theories of society are sup¬ 
planting theories of the individual; and when the individual is made 
the subject of investigation he is found, at the worst, to be altruistic 
as well as egoistic. 

But although English philosophy is moving away from the prob¬ 
lems and practical issues of individualism, it is still, in a great 
degree, ruled by its presuppositions. Such writers as Mr. Spencer 
still speculate on its principles, although the thoughts which give 
them power are alien to it. Like the servants of the wounded Ahab, 
they stay their master in his chariot till the eve , 2 The interest and 
worth of the ethical speculations of Mr. Spencer arise from the use 
which he makes of the conceptions of evolution and organism; but 
no torture of individualism can cause it to yield these conceptions. 
They have been adopted out of the current thought of the age on 
scientific subjects, and then superimposed on an alien philosophy. 
Having proved themselves useful in the field of biology to a degree 
which it is difficult to over-estimate, they have been immediately- 
applied to that of ethics. Nor do these ideas receive a new meaning 
from their new application, but they retain in the new context the 
significance that they had in the old. Now the ideas that are true 
and relevant in one sphere can he applied to another and different 
sphere only in the way of analogy and metaphor; and we believe 
that Mr. Spencer’s ethical teachings as a whole consist on the one 
hand of an inherited Hedonism, and on the other of elaborate anal¬ 
ogies drawn between the physical structures and habits of animals 
and the mental structure and ethical habits of men. 

Such at all events is his doctrine of the organic structure of 
society. The living body is regarded as the type of an organic exist¬ 
ence, and society is regarded as organic in so far, and in so far only, 
as it is like a living body. A quotation from his answer to the 
question, ‘What is a society?’ will establish our assertion. ‘But now- 
regarding a society as a thing, what kind of thing must we call 
it? There are two great classes of aggregates with which the 
social aggregate may be compared - the inorganic and the organic. 
Are the attributes of a society, considered apart from its living units, 


Ahab was the kin* of Israel torn around 87.-852 ec 1 lis wife Jezebel : 

import foreign elements into religion and government, including the v, P 

OnrJ 
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in any way like those of a not-living body? or are they in any wav 
like those of a living body? or are they entirely unlike those of both? 

‘The first of these questions needs only to he asked to he answ¬ 
ered in the negative. \ whole of which the parts arc alive, cannot, 
in its general characters, be like lifeless whole. The second question, 
not to be thus promptly answered, is to be answered in the affirm¬ 
ative. The reasons for asserting that the permanent relations among 
the parts of a society are analogous to the permanent relations 
among the parts of a living body, we have now to consider.’ 3 

In his next chapter accordingly, Mr. Spencer finds these anal¬ 
ogies in great abundance and displays them with great ingenuity. 
Society grows like a living body; it goes through processes of differ¬ 
entiation and integration like a living body; it adapts itself to its 
environment like a living body; it has alimentary, distributive, and 
regulative structures like a living body; it is now starved and now 
overfed like a living body; it has up-line and down-line railways like 
the double set of tubes in a living body. In this strain he has pro¬ 
ceeded far, but there is no reason in the nature of things why he 
should not have proceeded further; for ingenuity has a greater hand 
than truth in the production of analogies, and there are no two 
objects in the universe absolutely different from each other. 

‘Do you see that cloud, that’s almost in shape like a camel?’ ‘By 
the mass, and ’tis like a camel, indeed.’ ‘Methinks, it is like a 
weasel.’ ‘It is backed like a teasel.’ ‘Or, like a whale?’ ‘Very like a 
whale.' 5 

In his ‘Qualifications and Summary’ (Vol. i, p. 614)1 however, 
Mr. Spencer says that he has ‘used the analogies elaborated but as 
a scaffolding to help in building up a coherent body of sociological 
inductions.’ ‘Let us', he continues, ‘take away the scaffolding; the 
inductions will standby themselves.’ But an examination will show 
that the scaffolding has been built into his edifice, and that the 
structure tumbles down with its removal. Or, dropping metaphor, 
the moment that society ceases to be like a ‘living body’ it ceases to 
be organic. Abandoned by the ‘living body’ which guides him, Mr. 
Spencer stumbles into individualism. Failing to detect a social 

’ [Herbert Spencer, Prmcipl ft ft] Sfiwlm', (London, Williams and Norgatc, 1876] 

vol. 1, p- 466, 

1 Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act Three, Scent Two, Hamlet and Polonius. 
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sensorium by the method which revealed the social stomach and 
nervous system, Mr, Spencer acknowledges that there is an 
‘extreme unlikeness 1 , a ‘fundamental difference', between the social 
organism and the individual organism. ‘The parts of an animal form 
a concrete whole; but the parts of a society form a whole that is 
discrete.” 1 Now, no one can deny the discrete character of society; 
and it will always remain true ‘that the living units composing it 
are not in contact, but more or less widely dispersed.’ But if society 
is an organic whole this discreteness must be overcome, and unity 
must assert itself through and amidst the differences. In other 
words, the notions that society is ‘discrete’ and that it is a ‘whole’ 
cannot be immediately combined in this way; and discreteness 
cannot be the permanent characteristic of that which is organic. But 
waiving this objection for the present, it is at least evident that the 
notion of discreteness is fatal to the organism of a living body. 
Hence society is inorganic because discrete; or, the living body is 
inorganic because concrete; or the living body is not the type and 
test of that which is organic. 

Mr Spencer silently admits the first of these suppositions, and 
treats society in this particular as if it were inorganic. ‘In the one 
(the individual organism) he says, ‘consciousness is concentrated m 
a small part of the aggregate. In the other it is diffused throughout 
the aggregate.... As, then, there is no social sensorium, it results 
that the welfare of the aggregate, considered apart from that of the 
units, is not an end to be sought. The society exists for the benefit 
of its members; not its members for the benefit of society.’ 1 

Before attempting to show that Mr. Spencer in this passage treats 
society as if it were nothing more than an aggregate, and from an 
individualistic point of vrew, it wall be well to note that ffhe wel are 
of the aggregate considered apart from that of the units is a welfare 
which no one can contend for or conceive. Verily, ‘the claims of the 
bodv politic are nothing m themselves , and become something only 
in so far as they embody the claims of its component individuals. 
‘No one can deny that society apart from individuals is nothing; but 
this does not mean that the individual, as an individual is every¬ 
thing It is true that society is nothing apart from individuals; but. 


1 Spcneet, Sociology, i, 475- 
L Sptnccr, Sociology, l, +74 
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if society is organic, it is equally true that individuals apart from 
society are nothing. Society must exist for the benefit of its compo¬ 
nent parts, and the component parts must also exist for-the benefit 
of society. Nay, more, if society is an organism, then it is impossible 
to separate the welfare of the whole from the welfare of the mem¬ 
bers, or the welfare of the members from the welfare of the whole. 
To separate the one from the other is to give independent existence 
to unreal abstractions and to empty the notion of organic unity of 
its distinctive content. 

Mr. Spencer denies society as an end and makes it a means by 
which the welfare of individuals is secured; the last and the only 
end is the welfare of the individuals composing it. But means and 
end, first of all, exist apart from each other - the former has an 
existence and a meaning in itself, and the latter has also an existence 
and meaning in itself and for itself; and, secondly, the meaning of 
the former is cancelled in that of the latter. The means, say, of the 
ethical elevation of the life of the nineteenth cenrurv is the teaching 
of Mr. Spencer; that teaching then must first of all be, indepen¬ 
dently of the attainment of its end. If, on the other hand, it attains 
the end for which it exists, then it is dispensed with, lost in the 
end, and will be thrown aside as a husk when it has been absorbed 
into the characters of nineteenth-century Englishmen. Society, if it 
is a means for individuals, must in the first place exist outside and 
independently of its individuals, just as this pen exists apart from 
the ink which flows through it. But society, as Mr. Spencer admits, 
does not, and never has existed apart from the individuals compos¬ 
ing it, and was, therefore, never mere means, but always means + 
something more. Again, if it is mere means, then, like all other 
means, it must perish in the attainment of its end; every society, 
therefore, that secures the welfare of its members perishes in the 
very act. But, as a matter of fact, it is the society which fails to 
secure the welfare of its members that is disintegrated, and not that 
which succeeds in doing so. The ideal of a progressive society which 
is mere means is the absolute disintegration of itself and the pro¬ 
duction of isolated, mutually independent individuals; and Mr. 
Spencer’s chapter on ‘Societv is an Organism’ should, consistently 
with this view, show how S as the world moves, the unity of society 
becomes more and more disintegrated and dissipated. Moreover, an 
individual who regards society as mere means, regards the mdivid- 
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uals constituting society as mere means - unless society be some¬ 
thing apart from them, which neither Mr. Spencer nnr anyone else 
admits; and, if every individual regards his neighbours as means, 
then the rank and destructive individualism which, in the French 
Revolution, rent asunder every political and social bond, is the the¬ 
oretic ideal; and the world is making for the state of nature in which 
its wise men will be running wild in the woods, and, as Voltaire 
suggests, ‘running on all fours'. 4 

The conception of means and end is, however, not applicable to 
an organism. It is because that conception breaks down into differ¬ 
ence, and, instead of expressing the intimacy and complexity of the 
relations of whole and members, holds them apart at arm s length, 
that the conception of organic unity becomes necessary. In the pres¬ 
ence of even the lowest life, the scientific point of view must be 
abandoned for the philosophic. 

The perfection of organic well-being is that the collective activi¬ 
ties seem to be one. The physical organism into which no alien 
ingredient, material, chemical, electric, or nervous, has penetrated, 
‘has no system’; its life is ‘a beam of perfect white light, itself 
unseen, because it is of that perfect whiteness, and no irregular 
obstruction has yet broken it into colours.’ Its energy is one and 
indivisible; at no time can we say ‘here is the activity of the member, 
there that of the whole’; for the activity of the member is that of 
the whole, and that of the whole is the activity of the members. 
The unity, because it is an organic unity, must not only persist 
under the differences, but it must differentiate itself, flow out into 
the parts, and again integrate the differences and flow back through 
the parts into unity. Here there is none of the self-seeking of means 
and end. No member secures its welfare at the expense of the whole: 
indeed it has no welfare except that which is also the welfare of the 
concrete organism. 

If society therefore is an organism, it exists not only as end but 
also as means. The life that animates the individual is that of the 
social whole as much as it is his own. His purpose is not his own 
particular welfare, nor is it the particular welfare of his neighbours; 


< In a letter from Voltaire to Rousseau, dated j. August i>, Voltaire says ‘One 
fcch like crawling on all fours after reading your w«k 

•j'an-jncquei HiraiKau, edition critique t tab lit er annotee par R. A. Leigti (Ueneve, 
Institul ct Musee Voltaire, 1969), 
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but it is the welfare of the social whole to which they all belong and 
which lives in them, The notion of organic unity involves that the 
individual, cut away from society, becomes a severed limb, a lifeless, 
meaningless mass; that without the purposes of society he has no 
purposes at all, and cannot even be egoistic: and that the life which 
he perverts to selfish ends is not merely his own but that of the 
moral organism which lives in him. 

The light that led astray 
Was light from heaven,' 

and heaven holds him responsible; for, although he went astray, 
‘twas light from heaven’. 

The real meaning of the doctrine that society is an organism is, 
that an individual has no life except that which is social, and that 
he cannot realise his own purposes except in realising the larger 
purposes of society. No concatenation of parts, no contiguity in 
space, no joints and ligatures, can bind members into an organism. 
The bond must be inward, not outward; it most be essential, not 
accidental; it must be such, in a word, that the parts fall asunder 
into meaningless abstractions when the bond is broken. Whatever 
the difficulties may be in finding the unity of the social organism, 
if we hold by the doctrine and make it more than a metaphor, we 
must recognise that society and individuals actually form such a 
whole, and that apart from each other they are both nothing but 
names; and wc must cease to speak of individuals as if they ever 
could exist apart from society , or could attain their purposes except 
by becoming its organs and carrying out its purposes. It seems to 
me that the first and last duty of man is to know and to do those 
things which tbe social community of which he is a member calls 
upon him to do. His mission is prescribed to him by the position 

5 Robert Bums, 

I saw rhy pulse’s maddening pity. 

Wild send the Pleasure's devious way. 

Misled by Farcy's meteor ray. 

By passion driven; 

But yet the light that led astray 
Was light from heaven 

The H'aris of Hubert Burns (Edinburgh. James Thin, tSo.S), vol. i, ™i, The 
Vision’, Stanza XVIll. lines 103-!', p. * 3 ?- 
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in society into which he is born and educated, and his welfare 
depends upon its performance. Hamlet did not create his duties: 
the time was already out of joint, and he was born to set it right. 
The demand was not made by himself nor by any other individual, 
but by the ethical organism of which he was a member, by the spirit 
of the age whose instrument he was, Nor is this the case with 
princes alone. Everyone, however humble, finds his duties in the 
social organism. Let society be dumb, let it cease to prescribe duties 
and have purposes of its own, and every individual component must 
hold his hands idle. The interests which men have differ widely in 
extent, but the interests of all are the interests of the station or 
circle which constitutes their society, and all do their duties to 
themselves if they give themselves up to these interests and consti¬ 
tute themselves consciously into organs of their ‘universal’. We have 
very different views about the extent of the ethical horizon, and our 
sky is often so low that we strike it with our sublime heads, but still 
the large heavens shelter us all. The humblest breast rises and falls 
with the breath of the universal, and our ethical salvation consists 
in being its willing organs. The heart beats, the brain operates, the 
hand works, through the power and for the sake of the whole; and 
the highest moral ambition consists in sacrificing particular ends 
and realising those of the social organism, 1 he social ends comprise 
the highest ends of all men, for the ends of alt are but the product 
of the organic life which differentiates itself in the individuals and 
returns through them enriched. But Mr. Spencer’s social organism 
is not this; it is rather a resultant, a mechanical and temporal equi¬ 
poise produced by the opposition and collision of individuals, each 
of whom seeks his own welfare and not that of society . If society 
has no purposes, if there are nothing but ends of individuals, it is 
difficult to see how the organism is, after all, anything better than 
an aggregate. The social whole is unable to gather itself back out of 
its discreteness, and it is inorganic because it is ‘fundamentally 
unlike a ‘living body’. 

Must we then give up the doctrine of the organic nature oi 
society? Does the organic idea as well as the organic metaphor break 
down before the discreteness of society? Ot may it not be proved 
that society is more concrete as well as more discrete than any 
physical tvpe of organism; that it is more concrete because it is more 
discrete; and that its self-integration is more intense because its 
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self-differentiation is more complete? In a word, may not society be 
unlike a living body because it is more organic, and not because it 
is less so? I think it may, and must endeavour to prove it. We cannot 
here attempt to trace the organic idea in its successive manifes¬ 
tations from the vegetable and animal organism up to humanity. It 
may be at present sufficient to assert that it is first manifested in a 
living body, and not in a dead body: and that it is the life - whether 
that be, as Mr. Spencer teaches, a power to adapt itself to its 
environment or not - and not the tissues and nervous currents, 
which bind the parts into a unity. Tissues and currents can only- 
consist of contiguous atoms: their parts, however thinned and eth- 
erealised, lie outside of each other. Tissues and currents are only 
parts of an organism, but by means of sensation they are retracted 
out of their outwardness and become organs. I know- that my hand 
is a part of mv physical organism, not primarily because I know 
that it is connected to it by nervous currents, but because it is a 
source of pain or pleasure to me. Sensation abolishes difference. As 
long as it lasts organ and organism are not distinguishable, but the 
whole organism in its concrete existence is present in all its sen¬ 
sations. It is not the palate that feels pleasure or the ear that feels 
pain, but it is the organism as a unit that feels the pleasure and the 
pain. Although sensation, however, gathers up the parts into an 
intense unity, it does not gather them into permanent unity. Sen¬ 
sation is itself fleeting; and when it vanishes, the organism falls back 
into difference and its parts are indifferent to it. Sensations may 
appear in quick succession, like the atoms of a fluid, but neverthe¬ 
less they can but repeat the same tale, assert the unity of the organ¬ 
ism and then deny it in disappearing. Sensations overcome the out¬ 
wardness of space, and are themselves overcome by the discreteness 
of time. But when sensations are related to the ego, when they are 
known as m me, or as mine, then they attain fixity and permanence. 
They are no longer a mere manifold capable of being arranged by 
the intelligence; they are not merely expressed by inarticulate cries; 
but can be spoken of and described as pleasant or painful, sweet or 
bitter. In a word, they are thoughts, integral parts of my intellectual 
possessions that will to some degree modify my future. The unity 
of the organism, which was not present in the physical structure, 
and which was only temporarily manifest in sensation, becomes in 
consciousness a permanent fact. In a more accurate way, and by 
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entirely repudiating this dualism of sense and thought, it might be 
said that the thought which exists as sensation does not come to 
itself in sensation, does not overcome ils own difference by knowing 
itself, as it does in self-conscious existence. The life of an animal is 
not a complete unity because it is not a unity for the animal itself. 
The animal, or at any rate the being which is only sensitive, is not 
a permanent object to itself; it cannot return upon its sensations 
and weld them into a single, united experience, It cannot overcome 
the difference of time. It lives in the moment, and it cannot consti¬ 
tute the past into the possibility of its future, or the future into the 
motive of the present. In truth it has no past, present, or future, 
but an undistinguished, ever-recurring now, To an observer the life 
of an animal may present a rude outline of the complex organism 
of his own life, for consistent processes are carried on through long 
periods of time by the animal. Means are subordinated to ends, 
proximate ends to further ends, and the whole to an ultimate and 
all-embracing end. Nor are such concatenations as we find in the 
actions of a bird in building its nest and in producing and protecting 
its young accidental or meaningless. They suggest a life ruled by an 
end. But it is difficult to believe that the animal itself grasps this 
end. The unerring and direct character of its actions precludes such 
a notion. The end is nature’s and not the animal’s. The animal’s 
function is to obey laws which it cannot disobey, to realise purposes 
which it has not understood, to be an instrument m the hand of a 
power which has purposes and which attains these purposes through 
the actions of the animal. It is, however, a matter for science, and 
not for philosophy, to determine what animal first realises the mean¬ 
ing of its own life; where the line between consciousness and sett- 
consciousness is drawn is perfectly indifferent, at least to idealism; 
and all that we need insist upon here is that the animal which is 
incapable of grasping its own end is an instrument, and not an 
organism in the true sense of the word. The necessity of the actions 
of such a living body lies outside of itself. But the necessity o a 
thine is its deepest meaning, and the instrument can only e 
adequately explained in the end for which it exists. Hence the sig¬ 
nificance, the meaning, of the animal’s life not only lies beyond its 
own grasp, but can only be found in the whole of which the amma 
is a part. The naturalist knows the animal when he recognises it as 
a manifestation of some of the laws of nature, and looks at it from 
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the point of view of the species, In other words, it is the wisdom of 
nature that he detects maintaining itself as an unbroken unity amidst 
all the differences of the sensitive and atomic life of the animal; and 
it is by no means the wisdom of the animal itself. The meaning of 
the life of the animal, the thought, which it is, and on account of 
which it is intelligible, does not come back to itself; and hence it is 
not completely organic. 

But in the intellectual and practical life of man thought is at 
home with itself. The meaning of a man’s life is within his own 
grasp. He can stand above his environment, look before and after, 
recognise the forces which play around him, and by recognising 
them overcome them. Like every other animal, he has to assert 
himself against the complex powers of his environment, which tend 
to dissipate his life into the self-external atomism of inorganic exist¬ 
ence. But, unlike other animals, he can detach himself from his 
environment - i.e. know himself as existing apart from it. He can 
understand his environment, and by understanding it he can take 
its necessity into himself; or, in other words, he can impress the 
environment with the stamp of his own intelligence and elevate 
the natural into the spiritual. The struggle between man and his 
surroundings is unequal, and must end in the victory of spirit. For 
the conditions imposed upon a man by his environment are nothing 
to him until they have penetrated into his consciousness, and when 
they have done that they have subjected themselves to a power 
which has transmuted them. They are no ionger mere conditions 
but thoughts - parts of the possession of the power which under¬ 
stands them. Into the 'crystal sphere’ of the intelligence nothing can 
enter except by giving up its opposition and submitting to become 
a part of that sphere. In fact, the struggle between the-self- 
conscious being and his environment must not be compared to the 
collision of two balls, or the dash of two forces in the same plane. 
Man is not a particular amongst particulars. Thought does not cease 
to be where the physical world begins, but it overlaps it and brings 
it back interpreted into itself. Man, as a rational being, is hts own 
limit, Whatever the necessity may be which encircles his life, it 
cannot affect his character until he has put his signature to it, 
adopted it, and made it his motive. But if it is his motive it is m 
him, not around him or above: it is his own necessity and not an 
alien one. It is not our intention to minimise the significance of that 
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necessity the voice of which we hear, if we are considerate, long 
before time has furrowed our faces, saying with omnipotent auth¬ 
ority, ‘This way shall thou go, not that . 1 But yet the necessity has 
no ethical character until I have given it meaning. The humblest 
can use the words of Caesar and say- 

We were two lions litter’d in one day. 

And I the elder and more terrible.* 

My poverty, my wealth, my health, my sickness, seem almost 
everything to me; but they are not everything; that which is great¬ 
est, after all, is that power which I have of constituting my poverty, 
my wealth, my health, and my sickness, into my bane or my bless¬ 
ing, my good or my evil. It is I, in the end, who give my surround¬ 
ings significance. 

This doctrine, old as the record of the choice of the forbidden 
fruit, is the Alpha and Omega of ethics. Man is self-conscious, man 
is tree, man is his own limit, his own necessity, his own fate, this 
is the last foundation of every theory of ethics which has any mean¬ 
ing. For if this is not true, if man serves purposes which he can 
neither reject nor accept, if he is the slave of his conditions, then 
ethics will be a science which treats of the conditions of actions and 
not the science of human life. Ethics should then be laid aside with 
astrology, as a science of that which is not; a plaything of the world’s 
infancy, unworthy of the attention of a scientific age. Science should 
turn away from man, and endeavour only to understand the huge 
mechanism with which the human cog or crank moves, it should 
reveal rhe absurdity of practical hortative ethics, and teach that good 
and evil are but names of phenomena that appear in man, and ema¬ 
nate out of his conditions. Freedom, self-consciousness, the organic 
completeness of man, is the fact with w hich ethics begins and ends; 
and we cannot begin lower, as Mr. Spencer does, unless we believe 
that animals, too, are moral and immoral, are ends in themselves, 

* Shakespeare, 

danger knows full well 

That Caesar is more dangerous than he; 

We are two lions litter’d in one day, 

And I the elder and more terrible 
And Caesar shall go forth. 

Jutrns Cottar , Act Two, Scene Two. 
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and therefore not to be used as instruments by man. But the necess¬ 
ity to live will be a sufficient practical defence against this side of 
Mr. Spencer’s ‘data of ethics’; for we cannot afford to recognise the 
life of every creeping thing as of infinite value in itself. In the sphere 
of nature we shall still seek for utility; we shall still recognise that 
the end for which the life that is not self-conscious exists lies 
beyond that life, and protect the life by using it with reference to 
its end. 

But on the other hand freedom cannot be disproved, because it 
is impossible for intelligence to disprove itself by making itself a 
mere instrument. It is intelligence that guides the disproof as well 
as the proof; the disproof is only a new manifestation of the exist¬ 
ence and energv of intelligence. Reason cannot commit suicide 
although man can, and absolute scepticism is impossible. ‘It- is a 
medicine which removes itself as well as the disease. Every effort 
made by theoretical and practical reason is but a reassertion of its 
own infinitude; it is not the establishment, but the removal, of a 
limit; it is a process by which something which was not for the 
individual is brought within and made a part of his intellectual or 
moral being. 

In this sense Mr. Spencer’s view of society as a ‘discrete whole 
is true; for every individual is his own limit, a complete organism, 
with his meaning in himself. The discreteness, however^ is far 
deeper than anything which finds expression m Mr. Spencer’s writ¬ 
ings. For the social organism is not only ‘sensitive in every part, 
but it is self-conscious in every part. Individuals are not merely not 
in contact’, but they are ethically isolated in so far as everyone is 
always his own end. Good and evil are farther from each other than 
the east and west; and a ruptured society is not so easily put 
together as a broken pot. The forces that hold men asunder have a 
stronger repellent power than anything material. Hence, if society 
is organic, it must conquer difference in its strongest citadel, and 
conquer it too bv ethical means. No theory of the organism of 
society can avail, if in its ardour to reconstruct society it does viol¬ 
ence to the individual’s independence and compromises his right to 
seek his own welfare. Man must be fitted into his surroundings, 
and made the means of the good of society without compromising 


' I have been unable tn find the source of this quotation. 
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his right to realise his own purposes. It is not enough to emphasise 
his environment, and make him, as Mr. Spencer does, a mere vane 
which turns round when the wind shifts; for, unless freedom is a 
myth and ethics a scientific superstition, life is more than a process 
of self-adaptation. It adapts the environment to itself as well as itself 
to its environment, and this is a side which Darwinian development, 
in all its applications, tends to minimise. For the environment which 
this age is never weary of emphasising, and w hich individualism of 
necessity neglects, is after all hut the raw material of the life, and 
only capable of being converted into physical or intellectual wealth 
bv the energy of that life. Whatever be the influence of an individ¬ 
ual’s surroundings, however deeply he is indebted to the past for 
what he is at present, true as it must he that he is in some sense 
the heir of the experience of the ages, it is also true that the experi¬ 
ence of the ages must receive the stamp erf the individual s own 
character, and therebv assume a meaning and form which could not 


be inherited. 

The doctrine that society is an organism must take up the good 
that was in individualism into itself No theory of ethics can afford 
to cast away the absolute liberty and infinite worth of the individual. 
Freedom has been bought at too great a price to be bartered away. 
It is the product of the toil of modern history from the time when 
Christ taught the equality and brotherhood of mankind, to the time 
when liberty, equality, and fraternity were abstractly realised m the 
French Revolution. Before the individual’s growing consciousness 
of freedom, the Roman Empire, the Roman Church, and the terrors 
of a monotheistic God had to retire. The world at length has been 
educated into an uncompromising consciousness of its right to free¬ 
dom, and the individual is now bidden see to himself. This freedom 
manifested itself m France as a freedom from restraint. It assumed 
a hostile attitude to the institutions of the time, swept away the 
accumulated wisdom of the past, and reduced the State into a carte 
blanche. Freedom has the same power in it still; it is omnipotent 
when opposed to restraint, simply because spirit is stronger than 
nature But vet this freedom is itself the only permanent bond of 
society. In the right of the individual to seek his own welfare hes 
the possibility of his seeking the welfare of the social organism. Or 
to speak from the social point of view, society not only goes out 
into difference, and invests its component individuals with absolute 
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rights, but gathers itself into a unity through that freedom which is 
at first repellent, and converts the rights of the individual into 
duties, and his self-seeking into a means of realising the general 
good. Out of the dust and powder of individuality it creates a nation 
which is one because its members are free, and whose members arc 
free because they live its life in their own. The organism of society 
is only possible because its components are themselves organic. The 
bond of the social organism, that which ts its self-differentiating, 
self-integrating life, is freedom. 

How then is the freedom of the individual consistent with and 
constitutive of the organism of society is the question that now 
remains. At first there seems to be a contradiction between the indi¬ 
vidual’s right to realise himself, and his duty to realise the purposes 
of society. When the individual first becomes conscious of his free¬ 
dom, and recognises that he is to walk in the light of his own spirit, 
he assumes a negative attitude towards all that seems to limit this 
freedom. The State with its laws, Society with its habits, the 
Church with its dogmas, present themselves to him as restraints. It 
is therefore his highest duty to himself to oppose them; for neither 
Church, nor Society, nor State can dictate to a free man. and the 
onh categorical imperative to him is that of freedom. Every action 
is dead unless it is born of freedom, the rights of subjectivity are 
the highest, and man cannot be compelled to contradict that which 
is his spiritual life. This, the inviolable character of a free man, was 
the good which worked amidst the ruins of the French Revolution, 

But a deeper consciousness of freedom reveals the abstractness 
and unreality of subjective liberty. The freedom of indifference has 
received its quietus from Kant, and it is or all sides theoretically 
recognised that freedom from limit is freedom in vacuo, incapable 
of movement from the sheer absence of resistance. An individual 
who is free in this sense repudiates all that comes from without to 
determine his actions. He can act just as he chooses. He may go 
here, or there, or nowhere; he may do this, or that, or nothing. He 
recognises no demands that arise from his environment; they are 
not dunes; and the l ouf ! kt’ is nothing more than inherited habit clad 
in the terrors of inherited superstition. His actions must flow from 
the abundance of his own heart, and not be wrung out of him by 
the pressure of law and duty. His freedom has superannuated him, 
He finds all his motives in himself. But then comes the question, 
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what motives can he find in himself? Is the demand that he find his 
motives in himself not equivalent to a demand that he should lift 
himself up by his own waistband r A motive is a reason for action 
of some sort. This reason or motive is there , independent of and 
outside the individual. It is that which he reaches after, and seeks 
to bring into himself through his action. Were the end or motive 
already in him there would he no action. An action arises from a 
consciousness of limit, and a consciousness of something beyond 
the limit. Every action seeks after some ideal which is in the future, 
and the ideal, whether it be true or false, a self or a state of self, is 
ever outside the present self. Man cannot then find a motive in 
himself. Subjective freedom, freedom from all limit, is therefore 
nothing more than absolute incapacity to act at all. 

Both philosophy and history indicate that the first escape from 
this bare and motionless freedom is into caprice. As a matter of fact, 
the individual who repudiates all outward restraint gives himself up 
to the satisfaction of his own desires, and Hedonism in some of its 
forms has ever been the prevalent theory of ethics to a people freed 
from external limit. Hedonism flourished when the paternal Greek 
States ceased to engross the citizen, when the Roman Empire 
became indifferent to the individuals that lived within it, and when 
the terrors of a monarchical God and the restraints of Puritanism 
lost their hold on English minds. But the escape into the pursuit of 
pleasure is only an escape into the tyranny and monotony of passion 
and caprice. To pursue pleasure is to pursue pleasant sensations; 
and sensations are particular not only in the sense that they are the 
individual’s own, but in the sense that they are fleeting, and have a 
semblance of permanence only when they are repeated. This pure 
Hedonism we cannot here criticise, further than to endeavour in a 
few words to show' that because its ideal is particular it has no 
ethical character. In the first place, the individual is the sole judge 
of that which gives him pleasure, for his sensations are his own and 
incommunicable. He can induce his neighbour to read a book or 
taste a wine which gives pleasure to himself, he can lay before him 
the conditions of h.s own pleasure; but he cannot communicate the 
pleasure to his neighbour, for the pleasure involves the relation of 
the conditions to the neighbour’s feelings. His neighbour can turn 
upon him and say, 'This wine, or this book, gives me no pleasure , 
and there is no room for argument. Each individual is the measure 
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of all things, and he is the measure of all things because he is a 
sensitive being. Hence Hedonism can afford no universal law. The 
well-worn ‘profligate 1 has every right, on this view, to prefer the 
future pain and discontent of self-indulgence and self-degradation 
to the present pain of self-restraint. He may be pitied in his disap¬ 
pointment, but he has not acted immorally, for he sought his pleas¬ 
ure and endeavoured to realise the ethical ideal. 

In the second place. Hedonism can afford no imperative; there is 
no 'must’ or 'ought' in the system. This follows immediately from 
the fact that Hedonism has no universal. The only apparent impera¬ 
tive is, that the individual ought to seek his own pleasure. But this 
‘ought’ is not objective simply because a state of the individual’s 
own feelings is the ideal, and 'state of feelings’ is entirely within. 
The imperative springs from the particular self, and the particular 
self may at any moment turn round upon the ought, and say, ‘I 
ought not.’ But if there is no imperative binding on the individual, 
then ethics is a mere matter of choice; and no free action is not a 
matter of choice. The drunkard chooses to be drunk rather than 
sober, the suicide chooses strangling rather than life, and Hedonism 
turns round and says, ‘You are both right, for you choose.’ 

In the third place, Hedonism can, strictly speaking, afford no 
ideal. It levels all actions, as already suggested. And, moreover, that 
which is sought after is a state of feelings, and not a self. The same 
self is projected into a different and future state; and this state 
cannot penetrate into the self without escaping out of the sphere of 
feeling into that of consciousness. Feeling, in other words, cannot 
attain any fixity; and perhaps the best refutation of Hedonism is the 
fact that in order to attain this ideal feeling we must forget it, as 
Mr. Mill admits, But if this be true, if the ideal must not be my 
conscious ideal, it cannot be an ideal at all. In order to live a life of 
pleasure, it is better to confine one's self to the moment and forget 
the future. Pleasure must not be the ideal because we cannot attain 
it by seeking it; and Hedonism admits of no other ideal. The truth 
of this contention is attested by the repeated attempts of a ‘man of 
pleasure’ to find his ideal in that which has disappointed him. After 
the satisfaction of that false appetite which comes from the projec¬ 
tion of the infinitude of thought into a finite and particular object, 
comes the consciousness of failure. The ideal was false; he is where 
he was before. He has not accomplished that progress which an 
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idea! involves. Hence comes the monotonous repetition of the same 
act and enslavement to a single passion. Life of pleasure is mere 
tautology; and the ideal is the ‘bad infinite’ which is both attained 
and missed in evert pleasure-seeking action. The ideal is the-same 
self, and is therefore necessarily attained, but it is a diflerenr state 
of the self, and therefore passes away in the act of attainment, 
Hence, if Hedonism affords no ideal, the individual must confine 
himself to the present, and this is what practice teaches as well as 
theory. But life on these conditions would be disintegrated into a 
sensitive existence, where everything is well in so far as there is 
neither past nor future. V\ ell might one sat to the Hedonist,— 

‘Still thou art blest, compared wi’ me, 

The present only toucheth thee. 

But, oh! I backward cast my cc 
On prospects drear, 

And forward though I canna see, 

1 guess and fear.’’ 

Hedonism is an attempt to find the individual’s motives in the indi¬ 
vidual's particular self. Its instruments are external, for pleasure is 
sought in a relation to objects, but its ideal, if we still call it so, is 
subjective. Hedonism seeks after no higher and larger self, but for 
a new state of the present self; whereas the very nisus of ethical 
action comes from the fact that morality is a sphere of comparison, 
and that the individual, holding his present self in the face of the 
self that he wishes to be, seeks to be another. Even effort of ethical 
life is an effort after regeneration. The ideal which the good man 
seeks to attain is one in which he would merge and forget the 
present self; and, compared with that, the ‘state of feelings is 

insignificant. . ... , 

If, then, the individual cannot find the good in himself, where is 
he to seek it? The very assertion of the right of subjectivity has 
given rise to the need of escaping from it. Freedom from the 
restraint of duty has proved to be self-destructive. He who severs 
himself from his surroundings and lives entirely in and for himself, 
contradicts his freedom. As a matter of fact man cannot absolutely 
do so. We have never known an intelligent being who has lived 
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entirely apart from society; for an absolutely bad individual is an 
ethical impossibility. We can no more imagine an individual ‘who 
has not suckled at the breast of the universal ethos’,"' who has not 
lived in a spiritual environment and converted (or perverted) that 
environment into his own nature, than we can conceive an oak tree 
which has grown where there is neither earth nor water nor air, 
without light and without darkness. In the environment he finds 
the raw material of his character; and there, too, he must find the 
standard of his action. 

But what is that standard? Where can he find a good that is uni¬ 
versal aid imperative, and lifts him ahove the slavery of capricious 
subjectivity? Are we to find the law of conduct in a universal will 
which is opposed to the wills of all individuals as such 5 

In the first place, it is to be noticed that the good cannot, as Mr. 
Spencer contends, be evolved out of the struggles of individuals 
against their natural environment. The only motive that can come 
into play in such a struggle is that of the preservation of self as a 
particular existence. It is only in the presence of another self- 
conscious being, recognised as such and not reduced into a thing, 
that the individual finds it necessary to regulate his conduct accord¬ 
ing to a law other than his own caprice. It is in the collision of wills, 
as Rousseau teaches, that evil arises; and, we may add, there too 
does good. It is the collision of wills that first reveals the need and 
existence of a Universal will; a Universal wall which stands equally 
above all individuals, and is, so far, the escape of all out of the 
caprice of subjectivity. But the Good will must be a universal in 
another sense also. It must be a permanent ideal, one that can always 
be realised by all without contradiction. 

Nor has the individual the choice of obeying or not obeying it. 
The Good will confronts him with an imperative; it is armed with 
an ought from which there is no appeal. For if he is allowed a 
choice, morality is again subjected to caprice, and the individual 
lapses into that subjectivity from which he seeks to be free. 

Lastly, the Good will is to be realised for its own sake. Obedience 
to it from desire to attain such a further good as that of the pleasure 
of virtuous conduct is obedience to pleasure and not to the will: the 
Universal will is but means that happen to be necessary. But the law 
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must be obeyed for its own sake, not from the contemplation of 
further good, nor from particular impulse, habit, or sentiment. The 
Good will must alone fill the mind, and the maxim of action will 
be to obey the law for the sake of the law. Thus escape from subjec¬ 
tivity is apparently found in a Universal, Objective, Imperative will. 
But is it an escape? 

Our criticism of this law must be shorter even than our state¬ 
ment. This universal law is formal in the sense that it has no content 
and can suggest none, and yet is indifferent to any content. Nothing 
can be got out of it, and everything can be put under it. It demands 
that man should act from contemplation of duty; but its duty is 
duty in general, and man must act in particular ways and perform 
particular definite duties. 

ft is objective; but it is objective only because it is not Adjective. 
It is an eternal not-self and as a pure not-self it is nothing to the 
individual. It so immediately suggests despair that it crushes effort. 
It is a universal which cannot be either realised in a particular action 
or bv a particular being. It is universal and objective, but it is also 
alien. It is the demand of an alien law, and springs from an alien 
authority. But the true ethical ideal is a self as w r ell as a not-self. It 
is the individual’s future self, it is that which he conceives himself 
able to work into his own character, and what he wishes to be. By- 
attaining it he attains his true self; apart from the attainment he 
ought to be, but is not. And here is the source of the categorical 
imperative. The good is my true self; and it is imperative because 
I must be real. It is an ethical necessity, deeper than the physical 
necessity, which compels me to maintain my existence. Lastly, the 
universal is not, until it is realised in the individual’s life. Prior to 
that it is only an ‘ought’, a mere conception, a picture flung out by 
a well-intentioned individual on the canvas of the future. And 
unless the ‘ought’ is, it has no power over and no claim on the 
individual. The ethical ideal must not only be itself real, but it must 
be that which makes the individual real. 

Thus the categorical imperative corrects the errors of subjec¬ 
tivity, but it falls itself into the opposite errors. The one ideal is a 
mere seyn, the other is a mere salkn; the one is subjective only, the 
other is objective only; the one is a mere particular, the other is a 
bare universal. Both are abstract, they each stand in need of the 
other. The ideal for the individual must be also real; the objective 
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not-self must also be the individual's self, realisable though not 
realised; the universal must be also particular, and live in its own 
details. In a word, the good must be an organism really existing in 
the world and yet an ideal for every individual. 

Such an ideal is found in the social organism, or rather in the 
moral organism which is embodied in the various forms of society. 
In it all the demands of what we may call subjectivity and objectivity 
are met. It is on the one hand not a mere ‘ought’, but really exists 
in the world. It is that to which the family, the social communities, 
and the State owe their strength and their stability. They are, 
because their laws are; and their laws are ethical facts. A family that 
departs from the ethical law of love, a commercial community which 
violates its law of measured rectitude, and a State which seeks no 
longer to advance the complex rights of the freedom of its compo¬ 
nents, already totter to their ruin. They cease to be, when that 
which ‘ought’ to be no longer is. Hut, on the other hand, the ideal 
is not a mere sevyn, like, subjectivity. It is a law, an ideal, a sollen for 
the individual. The task of his life is to answer the demands of his 
station and to perform duties which he has not chosen, but finds 
imposed upon him by his social environment. 

Moreover, the moral organism is not a forma! universal without 
content, but is differentiated into laws and institutions which direct 
the conduct of individuals in the details of daily life. Nor is this 
ideal indifferent and alien to the individual. He himself gives voice 
to and interprets his social environment, and in that sense creates 
his ideal. He recognises the tasks which he finds in the sphere into 
which he has been educated as his duties, and therefore as the law 
of his action and his ideal self. And by this means he gives force to 
the social imperative. He knows himself to be moral only when he 
finds that he has duties, and he knows his duties and has duties 
only when he knows himself to be free; and he is free because there 
is a social imperative. 

Thus subjective and objective, the self and the not-self, the par¬ 
ticular and the universal, the individual and society, interpenetrate 
and become an organic whole. Society exists only in the individual, 
and the individual exists only in society. Apart from society the 
individual cannot realise his freedom; neither his own particular self 
nor the Universal will could afford him a single .motive. The indi¬ 
vidual is free only because he finds his duties m society, and his 
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duties are his ethical life. And, on the other hand, it is the freedom 
of the components of a society that gives the society real and perma¬ 
nent existence. It is because the State is a higher realisation of free¬ 
dom that it has greater permanence than the family. The unity of 
the family, which is thought in the latent state ot feeling, i.e. love, 
is broken against the growth of its components into maturity and 
independence,'and is always in danger from its property; but the 
unity of the State, which is self-conscious, where every individual 
is his own master and carries his own responsibilities within him, 
this unity, like self-consciousness itself, is a unity that has overcome 
its differences and cannot be broken by them.!he freedom of its 
components is the force of attraction that binds its members 
together. A State of slaves, for instance, is impossible. A slave has 
no rights, and therefore has no duties. In the eye of his master he 
is a thing, and a thing is not consulted and persuaded, but forced. 
The claims that are made on the slave ate such that he will contend 
against, and if possible repudiate. And a State of slaves would be 
nothing but a sphere where force holds force in check. But such a 
State never existed; for no State can be alien to the individuals that 
compose it. A constitution which is either too good or too bad for 
a people cannot be held together. A people must fed itself in the 
constitution, find it to be its law of social life; that is, its necessity, 
its law of conduct must not be an alien necessity, but a necessity 
which the people has taken into itself and which therefore consti¬ 
tutes its freedom. The individual then finds his freedom in society, 
and society is passible only because its members are free. 

It is on these accounts that society is an organism. Not because 
it is like an animal, and because the individual components are like 
joints and limbs; but because the individual realises himself as an 
ethical being in society, and sueiety-realises itself in the individual, 
The individual is free because he is a member of society, and society 
realises its aims in the freedom of the individuals. Freedom is the 
life which forms the unity of the moral organism. The State, for 
instance, endows its individuals with freedom, and thereby creates 
an ethical claim on their services. It points out dutta by means ot 
its laws, and the duties have moral force because the laws are recog¬ 
nised bv the individuals as their own laws, their own guide of con 
duct, their own ideal self, and not a foreign necessity. Freedom the 
unity, the life, differentiates itself; it flows out into the individual 
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in the form of rights, and returns to itself through its members in 
the form of services and duties. 

The social organism is thus a concrete, living, self-integrating, 
self-differentiating whole, apart from which neither the universal - 
the abstract society, nor the particular - the abstract individual, can 
be. Isolated from each other they are but names; sunder their 
relations and they cease to exist. They exist in and through each 
other, and are constituted by their relation. 

If this be true, then we can no longer speak of individual aims 
and individual welfare, apart from social aims and social welfare, 
anv more than we can speak of social aims that are not also aims of 
individuals. The welfare of the individual is in the performance of 
his duty (whatever that be) and his duty is nothing other than the 
demand of his environment, the welfare of his sphere. From this 
point of view it becomes unnecessary to effect a ‘compromise or 
to ‘conciliate’ egoism and altruism - the last effort of inconsistent 
Hedonism to extend its narrow teachings so as to correspond with 
the facts rf ethical life d We have already endeavoured to show that 
egoism - pure subjectivity - is an impossible and self-contradictory 
aim. It remains to show that altruism is as one-sided as egoism; and 
that a man who, if he could, lived for the sake of others only, is as 
immoral as he who, if he could, lived solely for himself and in 
himself. Altruism is in fact the opposite abstraction to egoism. It is 
its logical other, just as the ‘enthusiasm of humanity’ of the Comtist, 
which tends to extinguish the individual for the sake of the general 
good , 6 is the logical counterpart of the teachings of Rousseau, which 
abolished the general good for the sake of the individual. The latter 
neglects the fact that the individual’s life is universal, the former 
that the universal is particular, and that the purposes of humanity 
are those of the individuals composing it. Rousseau would not wash 
the feet of his neighbour. Comte would wash ‘not his feet only but 
his hands and his head’, and drown himself in addition . 10 Altruism 


Spencer’s Data tfEtkn [London, Williams and Nnrpte 1879 etwpws 1 3 « 
1 [This book later became part I of The Pnmipla *f Elba, pubhshed uwSqa- 
3, republished by Liberty Classics, Indianapolis, 1978 from the r&Q? editnm.l 
See Comte’s Doctrine of Immortality 
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as opposed to egoism is the realisation of the aims of another as 
opposed to the realisation of one's own aims. But morality from 
beginning to end is se /^realisation. He who has made the welfare of 
the race his aim, has done so, not from a generous choice, but 
because he regards the pursuit of this welfare as his imperative duty. 
The welfare of the race is his own ideal; what he must realise in 
order to be what he ought to be. ITie welfare of the race is his own 
welfare, which he must seek because he must be himself. Cromwell, 
Luther, Mohammed, were heroes," not because they did something 
over and above what they ought to have done, but because their 
ideal self was co-extensive with the larger self of their world, ‘Ich 
kann nichts anders’, was the voice of each . 12 A necessity had been 
laid on them as on Paul to ‘preach their gospel ’. 1 ' 1 They were com¬ 
pelled by their conception of their duty to rise abu\e the pursuits 
of mere individual or family welfare - to transcend the ordinary 
limits of the ethical efforts of ordinary individuals. Their large pur¬ 
poses were what they owed to themselves just as much as to their 
world. They were instruments in the hand of a divine power; for 
the good that is in the world called upon them with the stern 
imperative of duty. This imperative duty had become so truly their 
own , that they were its conscious willing instruments. It was their 
enthusiasm, it had penetrated their whole being, it was their whole 
being for it had absorbed them. The conflict between the particular 
and the universal self had ended in the victory of the latter, not by 
crushing the former but by penetrating it, and elevating even feeling 
into a power which worked for the good that had become their 
ideal. 

Thus the largest altruism is after all but an earnest struggle for 
one’s own ethical life. Altruism and egoism are but abstract theories 
that can attain meaning only when they are taken up into an organ¬ 
ism in which altruism exists through egoism, and egoism through 
altruism. They are not ‘compromised’ or ‘reconciled’, but lost in 
that which takes both into itself. The progress of humanity is not 
from egoism to altruism, but from an egoism which is from the first 

" This is an allusion to Thomas Carlybe, Hero Worship (London, Chapman, 1872). 

Mahomet is the hero as prophet, father as Priest, and Cromwell as king. 

12 ‘I can do no other,’ These are Martin Luther’s words spoken at the Diet ot 

Worms, 18 April 1521, and inscribed on his monument, 

11 Bible , St Paul, 69:2. 


26 



The Social Organism 


altruistic to an altruism which must ever remain egoistic. The 
growth of character is intensive as well as extensive, and intensive 
because extensive. If I have larger interests, I have a larger and 
deeper self. The life which seeks the welfare of the community as 
well as that of the family, of the State as well as of the community, 
and of humanity as well as the State, is a life that has brought 
their interests within itself and cannot realise itself except in them. 
Morality is not a generous knight-errantry which has to seek for 
wrongs to rectify. It ever finds the wrongs within itself; its earnest 
and engrossing business is to perform the duties that are its own 
and obey its own imperative. Morality is not a mere flow from the 
superabundance of a generous heart. ‘It is a necessity which is nor 
chosen but chooses.’ It is not an ill-regulated generosity which is 
weakness rather than strength, which ruins its agent and pauperises 
its object; but it is a universal imperative, immovable and stern and 
eternal. 

There is still one point which our limits will allow us to touch 
upon. The great difficulty of recognising the organic character of 
society, according to Mr. Spencer, comes from the fact that it has 
no individual consciousness. Its life, which, if it is an organism, 
ought to be one in the deepest sense, seems to be broken up amongst 
the individuals which compose it. ‘Consciousness is diffused 
throughout the aggregate . . . There is no social sensorium. The 
parts of a society form a whole that is discrete ... the living units 
composing it are free, not in contact, and more or less widely dis 
persed .’ 8 We think Mr. Spencer’s attempt to re-create the social 
unity by means of ‘emotional language, and by the language, oral 
and written, of the intellect’, inadequate and superficial, though we 
cannot here fully discuss it. For what is community of language 
apart from the deeper community of thought which it expresses? Is 
there such power in words, and will the universal brotherhood come 
by the adoption of one language? Even ‘patriotic feeling’ often 
asserts itself against a common language, and patriotic feeling 
roused into national excitement such as broke the strength of Napo¬ 
leon in Spain is not an adequate bond of society. Language is a 
bond only where there is a deeper bond of common interests, and 


f Spencer’s Sociology, i, p 479 - 
■ Spencer's Sociology, i, p. 475 
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these interests are ultimately ethical, it' they are permanent. Lan¬ 
guage is often one of the evidences of the unity of a social life, but 
it is not the unity itself 

Where, then, is the unity, the individual self-consciousness of the 
social organism? The directest answer is to say that there exists no 
such thing as individual self-consciousness. To seek it is to lapse 
back into that view which regards the individual as existing apart 
from the universal, and the universal apart from the individual. It 
is to neglect the fact that the individual is conscious of himself only 
because he has distinguished himself from his environment. But 
this distinction is impossible except in so far as he knows both in 
some degree. The division of the self and wor-self is one of the facts 
I am certain of; the distinction is one of my ideas and is within me. 
Consciousness reaches under both factors: the individual overlaps 
his other; the notself is his not-self. 

It is true that we cannot find a social sensorium or social pineal 
gland, and say of its self-consciousness. Lo here! or Lo there! But 
still the social organism is self-conscious, for it is conscious of itself 
in every self-conscious being. To say that I know myself in society 
is exactly equivalent to saying that society knows itself in me. In 
knowledge the universal and particular come together. But to illus¬ 
trate. We have seen that the individual finds his duties confronting 
him in the social community of which he is a member. He finds 
them because they are there, ready to hand, awaiting his perform¬ 
ance. But on the other hand they became duties only through his 
interpretation of them. They are duties only because he first recog¬ 
nises them and then adopts them. Or, to take another example, an 
artist finds an idea in a picture because it is there, and his neighbour, 
if he has a cultivated taste, will also find it there. The idea is in the 
picture for everyone, But, on the other hand, the idea comes into 
actual existence only when it is interpreted. The picture becomes 
something more than a mass of colours only when the idea is lifted 
out of the dead material by the power of an artistic intelligence. We 
can either say that the artist finds meaning in the picture, or that 
the picture reveals itself to the artist. We can either say that the 
scientific man discovers the thoughts of nature, or that the thoughts 
of nature reveal themselves to the scientific man. The idea of the 
transmutation of forces is that of the scientific man, but it is his 
only because it is nature's also. The true attitude of science is to 
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abandon preconceived opinions, submit itself to nature, put itself in 
its path and on its lines, and wait for the interpretation which it 
gives of itself. The continued effort of experiment is an effort of 
the individual to place himself in such an attitude that he can hear 
nature speak. Experiment, in a word, is the abstraction of foreign 
elements, the help which the scientific man gives to nature, that its 
many sounds may be disentangled, and that its voice may be articu¬ 
late. In science, in art, in ethics and theology, the individual must 
stoop to conquer; make himself the vehicle of the universal, and 
thereby both understand the universal and make it articulate. 

As a literary half-poetic, half-mystic truth, it has long been recog¬ 
nised that a great man is the voice of his age, the articulate 
expression of its otherwise inarticulate forces. This we would prove 
as a hard fact; that every individual, however humble, is, in his own 
little way, the exponent as well as the product of his time. Apart 
from the individual the social forces and duties are not actually 
there: it is he that gives them voice and utterance; it is in him that 
they attain external and definite existence. The necessity of a time 
that fails to find voice in the life of an individual or people that 
understand it is a blind and monstrous force, and not an ethical 
necessity. As in the French Revolution, it works fortuitously, con¬ 
founding and crushing together the good and the evil. But the indi¬ 
vidual who recognises the necessity labouring beneath the contin¬ 
gencies of his time lifts it from a natural into an ethical existence, 
makes it first an object of thought and then an ideal of conduct. 
Society, in a word, finds its meaning, comes to self-consciousness 
in him. It is thus in some degree that society comes to self- 
consciousness and attains its purposes in the self-consciousness and 
purposes of every individual. The social organism is an organism of 
organisms. The life of the whole is the life of every part. Nor is it 
torn amongst them into shreds and patches. The reason that is in 
the world in all its wealth and greatness is the legitimate inheritance 
of everyone, and this inheritance is an ethical inheritance, where 
there is no mutual exclusion. It is the kingdom of heaven upon 
earth where all are kings because all are subjects. 


ay 
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Man’s Place in the Cosmos 
Professor Huxley on Nature and Man 
ANDREW SETH (PRINGLE-PATTISON) 

professor HL'XLEY’s Romanes Lecture on ‘Evolution and 
Ethics’ deservedly attracted a large amount of attention on its 
appearance. That attention was due not only to the importance of 
the subject handled and the reputation of the lecturer, but quite as 
much to the breadth and scope of the treatment, to the nobility of 
tone and the deep human feeling which characterised a singularly 
impressive utterance. Popular interest was also excited by the nature 
of the conclusion reached, which, in the mouth of the pioneer and 
prophet of evolution, had the air of being something like a palinode. 
Criticisms of the lecture appeared at the time by Mr Leslie Stephen 
in the Contemporary Review, and by Mr Herbert Spencer 1 in a letter 
to the Athenaeum and mam discussions appeared in theological 
quarters . 2 But the subject as a whole was perhaps dismissed from 
public attention before its significance had been exhausted, or 
indeed properly grasped. Professor Huxley’s argument and the 
criticisms it called forth illuminate most instructively some deep- 
seated ambiguities of philosophical terminology, and at the same 

* The Romanes Lecture was delivered on the 18 May 1891, and published shortly 
thereafter, Mr Spencer’s letter appeared in the Athenaeum of August 5, and Mr 
Leslie Stephen’s article in the Contemporary Review of August 1893. The present 
paper was published in Blaehmod's Magazine. December 1893 

1 Leslie Stephen, ‘Ethics and the Struggle for Existence’, The Covlempvmry Review, 
fo (1893), pp. 155-70; Herbert Spencer, ‘Evolutionary Ethics’, Athenaeum, 3+31. 
5 August 1893, pp. i93 4. Seth’s references to Huxley are to the edition published 
by Macmillan, London, 1893. The qualification made by Huxley in footnote 19 
becomes footnote 20 in later editions. 

’ For a theological perspective see St Cl. Mivart, l Lvolution in Professor Huxley , 
Tke Nineteenth Century , 198 (1893)' 
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time bring into sharp relief the fundamental difference of standpoint 
which divides philosophical thinkers. The questions at issue, more¬ 
over, are not merely speculative; already they cast their shadow 
upon literature and life. The opportunity of elucidation is therefore 
in the best sense timely, and no apology seems needed for an 
attempt to recall attention to the points in dispute and to accentuate 
their significance. 

The outstanding feature of Professor Huxley’s argument is the 
sharp contrast drawn between nature and ethical man, and the 
sweeping indictment of ‘the cosmic process’ at the bar of morality. 
The problem of suffering and the almost complete absence of any 
relation between suffering and moral desert is the theme front which 
he starts, and to which he continually returns. ‘The dread problem 
of evil’, ‘the moral indifference of nature’, ‘the unfathomable injus¬ 
tice of the nature of things’ - this is the aspect of the world which 
has burned itself deeply into the writer’s soul, and which speaks in 
moving eloquence from his pages. The Buddhistic and the Stoic 
attempts to grapple with the problem are considered, and are found 
to end alike in absolute renunciation. ‘By the Tiber, as by the 
Ganges, ethical man admits that the cosmos is too strong for him; 
and, destroying every bond which tics him to it by ascetic discipline, 
he seeks salvation in absolute renunciation’ (p. 29). Is the antagon¬ 
ism, then, final and hopeless, or can modern science and philosophy 
offer any better reconciliation of ethical man with the nature to 
which as an animal he belongs, and to whose vast unconscious forces 
he lies open on every side? As Professor Huxley puts the question 
himself in his opening pages - Is there or is there not ‘a sanction 
for morality in the ways of the cosmos? Man has built up ‘an arti¬ 
ficial world within the cosmos’; has human society its roots and its 
justification in the underlying nature of the cosmos, or is it m very 
truth an ‘artificial’ world, which is at odds with that nature and 
must be in perpetual conflict with it? The Stoic rule which places 
virtue in ‘following, nature’ is easily shown to be a phrase of many 
meanings, and to demand qualification by reference, first, to the 
specific nature of man, and then to a higher nature or guiding fac¬ 
ulty within the mind of man himself. But the modern ethics of 
evolution apparently claim tn have bridged the gulf and to have 
made the ethical process continuous with the cosmic process ot 
organic nature, - they claim, in short, to exhibit the ethical life as 
only a continuation, on another plane, of the struggle for existence. 
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If this claim is well founded, and the two worlds are really continu¬ 
ous, then the maxim, ‘Follow nature’, will have been proved to be, 
after all, the sum and substance of virtue. 

It is against this naturalisation of ethics that Professor Huxley 
protests in the strongest terms. He readily allows that the ethical 
evolutionists may be right in their natural history of the moral 
sentiments. But ‘as the immoral sentiments have no less been 
evolved, there is, so far, as much natural sanction for the one as 
the other ... Cosmic evolution may teach us how the good and 
the evil tendencies of man may have come about; but, in itself, 
it is incompetent to furnish any better reason why what we call 
good is preferable to what we call evil, than we had before (p. 
31). That is to say, the origin of a belief and the validity of a 
belief, or the origin of a tendency and the ethical quality of that 
tendency, are logically two distinct questions. But the evolutionist 
is apt to make the answer to the first do duty as an answer to 
the second also, because he has in reality no standard of appreci¬ 
ation to apply to any phenomenon except that of mere existence. 
‘Whatever is, is right’, 5 or at all events, ‘Whatever is predomi¬ 
nant, is right’, is the only motto of the consistent evolutionist. 
This is embodied in the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’, which is 
used - illegitimately, as we shall see - to effect the transition 
from the merely natural to the ethical world. 

In opposition to such theories, Professor Huxley contends that 
the analogies of the struggle for existence throw no light on the 
ethical nature of man. 

Cosmic nature is no school of virtue, but the headquarters of the 
enemy of ethical nature (p. 27)- Self-assertion, the unscrupulous 
seizing upon all that can be grasped, the tenacious holding of all 
that can be kept.. . constitute the essence of the struggle for extst- 

3 Alexander Pope, 

All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee; 

All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see; 

All Discord, Harmon), not understood. 

All partial tvil, universal Good: 

And spite Pride, in erring Reason s Spite, 

One truth is dear, 'Whatever is, is rioht’. 

An Esmy on Man, ed. Maynard Mack (London,.Methuen, 1950), pp. 5 °-> E P ,itle 

I, lines 289-94. 
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ence ... For his successful progress as far as the savage state, man 
has been largely indebted to those qualities which he shares with 
the ape and the tiger {p, 6). 

So far is this struggle from explaining morality that 

the practice of what is ethically best - what we call goodness or 
virtue - involves a course of conduct which, in all respects, is 
opposed to that which leads to success in the cosmic struggle for 
existence. In place of ruthless self-assertion, it demands self- 
restraint; in place of thrusting aside, or treading down, all competi¬ 
tors, it requires that the individual shall not merely respect, but 
shall help, his fellows ... It repudiates the gladiatorial theory of 
existence . . . Laws and moral precepts are directed to the end of 
curbing the cosmic process and reminding the individual of his 
duty to the community, to the protection and influence of which 
he owes, if not existence itself, at least the life of something better 
than a brutal savage. 

In short, ‘social progress means a checking of the cosmic process at 
every step, and the substitution for it of another which may be 
called the ethical process'. This leads up to the characteristic call to 
arms with which the address concludes: ‘Let us understand, once 
for all, that the ethical progress of society depends, not on imitating 
the cosmic process, still less in running away from it, but in combat¬ 
ing if (pp. 33, 34)- , . , 

Such is the logical framework of the lecture. It is obvious that 

the important points of the treatment are: (i) The emphasis laid 
upon the division between man and nature, which a reviewer in the 
Athenaeum* called ‘an approximation to the Pauline dogma of nature 
and grace; 4 and (2) the mood of militant heroism, not untouched, 
however, by stoical resignation, which naturally results from con¬ 
templation of the unequal struggle between the microcosm and the 
macrocosm, 

Before proceeding to consider the consistency of Professor Hux- 
ley’s argument and the ultimate tenacity of his position, I wish to 
say, in regard to the first point, how timely, it seems to me, is his 


h July z2, 1893. 


The review is anonomtms and appeared in No. 343 °. PP 1 ‘ 9 " 20 of ttle eilhenaeuts 
journal. 
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insistence on the gulf between man and non-human nature; how 
sound is the stand he takes upon the ethical nature of man as that 
which is alone of significance and worth in the ‘transitory adjust¬ 
ment of contending forces’, which otherwise constitutes the cosmos. 
Whether the breach is to be taken as absolute or not, it is at least 
apparent that if man with his virtues and vices be included simp be¬ 
tter and without more ado in a merely natural order of facts, we 
inevitably tend to lose sight of that nature within nature which 
makes man what he is. The tendency so to include man has become 
a settled habit in much of our current literature. I need not speak 
of the documents of so-called Naturalism, with their never-ending 
analysis of la bite kumatne [the human beast] - analysis from which 
one would be slow to gather that any such qualities as justice, 
purity, or disinterested affection had ever disturbed the brutish 
annals of force and lust. But in other quarters, even where the 
picture is not so dark, the fashion still is to treat man as a natural 
product , - not as the responsible shaper of his destiny, but, void of 
spiritual struggles and ideal hopes, as the unresisting channel of the 
impulses which sway him hither and thither, and issue now in one 
course of action, now in another. This literature is inartistic, even 
on its own terms, for, blinded by its materialistic fatalism, it does 
not even give us things as they are. The higher literature never 
forgets that man, as Pascal put it, is nobler than the universe; and 
freedom (in some sense of that ambiguous term) must be held to 
be a postulate of true art no less than of morality. But besides being 
bad art, literature of this sort has a subtly corrosive influence upon 
the ethical temper. For the power of will, as Lamennais said, is that 
in us which is most quickly used up: ‘Ce qui s’use le plus vile en 
nous e’est la volonte .’ 6 Hence the insidious force of the suggestion 
that we do not will at all, but are merely the instruments of our 
desires. For this is to justify, or at least to excuse, every passion on 


Pascal, 

Hut if the universe were to crush him, man would still be more noble than that 
which killed him, because he knows that he dies and the advantage w ic t e 
universe has over him; the universe knows nothing ot this. 

Pastes (London, Dent, 19 + 7 ), melton vi, 347 

' Felicite Robert tie Lamennais, or La Mofl.ii U7fa-«*S4) was a 
writer and Christian democrat. He said, ‘what is most quickly used up 

the will’. 
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the ground of its ‘natural’ origin. This temper of mind is found 
invading even more serious writers, and it is traceable ultimately to 
the same confusion between the laws of human conduct and the 
workings of nature in the irresponsible creatures of the field. M. 
Renan, it will be remembered, delicately excuses himself in his Sou¬ 
venirs - rallies himself, as we may say - on his continued practice 
of chastity: - 


I continued to live in Paris as I had lived in the seminary. Later, 
I saw very well the vanity of that virtue as of all the rest. 1 recog¬ 
nised in particular that nature cares not at all whether man is chaste 
or not. I cannot rid myself [he says elsewhere in the same volume] 
of the idea that after all it is perhaps the libertine who is right, and 
who practises the true philosophy of life . 7 


Many will remember, too, how Matthew Arnold took up this 
parable when he discoursed in America on the cult of the great 
goddess Lubricity, to which, as he said, contemporary France 
seemed more and more to be devoting herself. After much delicate 
banter and much direct plain-speaking, Mr Arnold turns upon M, 
Renan and cuts to the root of the fallacy in a single sentence. 


instead of saying that nature cares nothing about chastity, let us 
say that human nature, our nature, cares about it a great deal .’ 9 And 
when we meet the same fallacy invading our own literature, the 
same answer will suffice. I think it may he worth pointing out a 
notable instance in a novel widely read and highly praised within 
the last few years. Mr Hardy’s Tess of the D Urhervdles is unques¬ 
tionably a powerful work, but it suffers, in my opinion, both artisti¬ 
cally and ethically, from this tendency to assimilate the moral and 
the natural. To smack of the soil is in many senses a term of praise; 
but even rustic men and women are not altogether products of the 
soil, and Mr Hardy is in danger of so regarding them. What I wish, 
however, to point out here is the pernicious fallacy which underlies 


1 Seth appears to have made his own translation of Ernst Renan, Seuvenm d Eif 
amt Jdejeunesse (Paris, Calmann Levy, 1883), m For the English version see 
Joseph Ernest Renan, Recoiled of My Youth, <-nskted from the Fmtch by 
C B Pitman and revised by Madam Renan (London, Chapman H*ll, 
edn 1 1802), ‘First Steps Outside St. Sulpice’, Part tv, sect.on ,v 3,^ 

- Matthew Arnold, nr the Majority and the 

Prose Works, vol. X, Phtltstmsm vt F.ngtanJ and Ammea (Ann Arbor, University 
of Michigan Press, 1974), 160, lines 35-7 
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a statement like the following, 'less, after she has fallen from her 
innocence, is wont to wander alone in the woods, a prey to her own 
reflections, ‘terrified without reason’, says the author, by 'a cloud 
of moral hobgoblins’. 

It was they [he continues! that were out of harmony with the actual 
world, not she. Walking among the sleeping birds in the hedges, 
watching the skipping rabbits on a moonlit warren, or standing 
under a pheasant-laden bough, she looked upon herself as a figure 
of guilt intruding into the haunts of innocence. But all the while 
she was making a distinction where there was no difference. Feel¬ 
ing herself in antagonism, she was quite in accord. She had been 
made to break an accepted social law, but no law known to the 
environment in which she fancied herself such an anomaly. 

The implication of such a passage is that the ‘accepted social law' 
is a mere convention, and that the deeper truth, ‘the actual world , 
is to be found in the hedgerows and the warrens. To satisfy an 
animal prompting without scruple or hesitation, and without the 
qualms of a fantastical remorse, is only to fulfil the law of nature, 
and to put one’s self in harmony with one’s surroundings. The 
shallow ness of such revolt against ‘accepted social laws’ is too appar¬ 
ent to need further exposure. A convention truly, in one sense, the 
moral law in question is; but upon this convention the fabric of 
human society and all the sanctities of the family rest. He must be 
strangely blinded by a word who deems this sanction insufficient, 
or who would pit in such a case a ‘natural’ impulse against a social 

law. . . . 

In view of pervasive misconceptions and fallacies like these, it is 

eminently salutary , I repeat, to have our attention so impressively 
recalled by Professor Huxley to the idea of human life as an 
impmum in tntperio - a realm which, though it rises out of nature, 
and remains exposed to the shock of natural forces, requires for its 
laws no foreign sanction, but bases them solely on the perfection o 
human nature itself. For, even though Professor Huxley’s way of 
stating the opposition should prove ultimately untenable, the breach 
between ethical, man and pre-human nature constitutes without 
exception the most important fact which the universe has to show; 

‘ Thomas Hardy, Tea of ike D 'Crkn d^ (Harmondiworth, Penguin, > 99 +: first 
published >891), 108. 
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and for a true understanding of the a orld it is far more vital to 
grasp the significance of this breach than to be misled by a cheap 
desire for unity and system into minimising, or even denying, the 
fact. 

It is time, however, to examine Professor Huxley’s position and 
arguments more closely. His critics have not been slow to remark 
upon the ambiguity lurking in the phrase ‘cosmic process’, which 
occurs so often throughout the lecture, in antithesis to the ethical 
process - to the moral and social life of man. And they point with 
one accord to Note 19 [note 20 in the reprint] as containing, in 
effect, a retractation of his own doctrine by Professor Huxley him¬ 
self. ‘Of course, strictly speaking’, we read in the note, ‘social life 
and the ethical process, in virtue of which it advances towards per¬ 
fection, are part and parcel of the general process of evolution.’ As 
Mr Spencer pointedly asks, ‘If the ethical man is not a product of 
the cosmic process, what is he a product of? 110 Or as Shakespeare 
expressed it in the often quoted lines - 

Nature is made better by no means 
But nature makes that means' so, o’er that art, 

Which you say adds to nature, is an art 
That nature makes. 1 ’ 

If the cosmic process be understood in the full latitude of the 
phrase, this is, indeed, so obvious, and the critic’s victory so easy, 
that it is hard to believe Professor Huxley's position rests altogether 
on a foundation so weak. The term ‘nature’, and still more an 
expression like ‘the cosmic process', may be taken in an all inclusive 
sense as equivalent to the universe as a whole or the nature of 
things; and if so, it is obvious that human nature with its ethical 
characteristics is embraced within the larger whole. The unity of 
the cosmos - in some sense - is not so much a conclusion to be 
proved as an inevitable assumption. Professor Huxley apparently 
denies this unity in the text of his lecture, and is naturally obliged 
to reassert it in bis note. This constitutes the weakness of his pos¬ 
ition. The part must be somehow included in the process of the 
whole; there is no extra-cosmic source from which a revolt against 
the principles of the cosmos could draw inspiration or support. 


10 

II 


ipcncer, ‘Evolutionary Ethics’, igj _ 

H he Winter's Tale, Polixencs, King of Bohemia, to Perdita, Act (V, Scene n. 
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Now the strength of the evolutionary theory of ethics lies in its 
frank recognition of the unity of the cosmos; and in this it is, so 
far, at one with the philosophical doctrine of Idealism to which it 
is otherwise so much opposed - the doctrine which finds the ulti¬ 
mate reality of the universe in mind or spirit, and its End in the 
perfecting of spiritual life, But each of these theories exhibits the 
unity of the world in its own way, The way taken by the ethical 
evolutionists is to naturalise morality, to assimilate ethical experi¬ 
ence to nature, in the lower or narrower sense in which it is used 
to denote all that happens in the known world except the responsible 
activities of human beings. And it is against this removing of land¬ 


marks that Professor Huxley, rightly, as it seems to me, protests, 
For though Mr Spencer and Mr Leslie Stephen may be technically 
in the right, inasmuch as human nature is unquestionably part of 
the nature of things, it is the inherent tendency of their theories to 
substitute for this wider nature the laws and processes of that nar¬ 
rower, non-human world, to which the term nature is on the whole 
restricted by current usage. 

This tendency is inherent in every system which takes as its sole 
principle of explanation the carrying back of facts or events to their 
antecedent conditions. And, as it happens, this is explicitly formu¬ 
lated by Mr Stephen, in his article in the Contemporary Review, as 
the only permissible meaning of explanation: 'To “explain” a fact 
is to assign its causes - that is, give the preceding set of facts out 
of which it arose.’ [pp. 157-8] But surely, I may be asked, you do 
not intend to challenge a principle which underlies all scientific 
procedure, and which may even claim to be self-evident? I certainly 
do not propose to deny the formal correctness of the principle, but 
I maintain most strongly that the current application of it covers a 
subtle and verv serious fallacy, for the true nature of the cause only 
becomes apparent in the effect. Now, if we explain a fact by giving 
‘the preceding set of facts out of which it arose , we practically 
resolve the fact into these antecedents - that is to say, we identity 
it with them, men we ire dealing with some limited sphere of 
phenomena, within which the facts are all of one order - say, the 
laws of moving bodies as treated in mechanics - there may be no 
practical disadvantage from this limited interpretation of causation. 
But when we pass from one order of facts to another -- say, from 
the inorganic to the organic, or, still more, from animal life to the 
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self-conscious life of man - the inadequacy of such explanation 
stares us in the face, For 'the preceding set of facts’, which we treat 
as the cause or sufficient explanation of the phenomenon in ques¬ 
tion, is ex hypoikesi different from the phenomenon it is said to 
explain; and the difference is, that it consists of simpler elements, 
To explain, according to this view, is to reduce to simpler con¬ 
ditions, But if the elements are really simpler, there is the fact of 
their combination into a more complex product to be explained, 
and the fact of their combination in such a way as to produce pre¬ 
cisely the result in question. And if we choose to take the antecedent 
conditions, as they appear in themselves, apart from the all- 
important circumstance of the production of this effect, we have, 
no doubt, a ‘preceding set of facts’, but we certainly have not, in 
any true sense, the cause of the phenomenon. We have eliminated 
the very characteristic we set out to explain - namely, the difference 
of the new phenomenon from the antecedents out of which it 
appears to have been evolved. Hence it is that, in the sense indi¬ 
cated, all explanation of the higher by the lower is philosophically 
a hysteron proteron. The antecedents assigned are not the causes of 
the consequents; for by antecedents the naturalistic theories mean 
the antecedents in abstraction from their consequents — the antecedents 
taken as they appear in themselves, or as we might suppose them to 
be if no such consequents had ever issued from them. So conceived, 
however, the antecedents (matter and energy, for example) have no 
real existence - they are mere entia ratmth [creatures of reason], 
abstract aspects of the one concrete fact which we call the universe. 
The true nature of the antecedents is only learned by reference to 
the consequents which follow; or, as I put it before, the true nature 
of the cause only becomes apparent in the effect. All ultimate or 
philosophical explanation must iook to the end. Hence the futility 
of all attempts to explain human life in terms of the merely animal, 
to explain life in terms of the inorganic, and ultimately to find a 
sufficient formula for the cosmic process in terms of the redistri¬ 
bution of matter and motion. If we are in earnest with the doctrine 
that the universe is one, we have to read back the nature of the 
latest consequent into the remotest antecedent. Only then is the 
one, in any true sense, the cause of the other. 

Applving this to the present question, we may say that, )ust as 
within the limits of the organic world there may he exhibited an 
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intelligible evolution of living forms, so within the moral world we 
may certainly have an evolution of the moral sentiments and of the 
institutions which subserve ethical conduct. But as, in the one case, 
we must start with the fact of life - that is to say, with the character¬ 
istic ways of behaving which are found in living matter and which 
are not found in dead matter - so, in the other case, we must carry 
with us from the outset the characteristics or postulates of moral 
experience - namely, self-consciousness, with the sense of responsi¬ 
bility, and the capacity for sympathy which is based on the ability 
to represent to one’s self the life and feelings of another. Such an 
evolution within the moral sphere does not justify us in presenting 
morality as an ‘evolution’ from non-moral conditions - that is, in 
resolving morality into non-moral elements And this Mr Leslie 
Stephen seems to admit in an important passage of the article 
already referred to. ‘Morality proper’, he says, ‘begins when sym¬ 
pathy begins; when we really desire the happiness of others, or, as 
Kant savs, when we treat other men as an end, and not simply as a 
means. Undoubtedly this involves a new principle no less than the 
essential principle of all true morality. 1 cannot but regard this as 
an important admission, but at the same rime I am bound to say 
that, till 1 met this unexpected sentence of Mr Stephen s, I had 
supposed that the admission of ‘a new principle’ was precisely what 
the evolutionists were, of all things, most anxious to avoid. 

It seems to me, therefore, that though Professor Huxley may have 
put himself technically in the wrong by speaking of the cosmical 
process’, his contention is far from being so inept as a verbal criti¬ 
cism would make it appear. It is really directed against rhe submerg¬ 
ence of ethical man in the processes of non-ethical and non-human 
nature; and if any justification is to be sought for the use of the 
phrase, we may find it in the tendency inherent in the evolutionary 
method of explanation — the tendency already explained to substan¬ 
tiate antecedents in abstraction from then consequents, and thus 
practically to identify the cosmos with its lowest aspects. If the 
evolutionists do not make this identification in their own minds, 
they are at least singularly successful in producing that impression 
upon their readers. 

On another important point connected with, and indeed involved 
in, the foregoing, Professor Huxley, by an unguarded statement, 
laid himself open to a pretty obvious and apparently conclusive 
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rejoinder. 'The cosmic process’, he says in one place, ‘has no son 
of relation to moral ends.’ But ‘the moral indifference of nature’, 
even in the restricted sense of the term, cannot be maintained so 
absolutely. Nature undoubtedly puts a premium upon certain vir¬ 
tues, and punishes certain modes of excess and defect by decrease 
of vitality and positive pain. As Mr Stephen says: ‘That chastiiy, 
temperance, truthfulness, and energy arc on the whole advantages 
both to the individual and the race does not, 1 fancy, require dabor- 
ate proof, nor need I argue at length that the races in which they 
are common will therefore have inevitable advantages in the struggle 
for existence.’ But if so, then it would seem that cosmic nature is 
not, as it was represented, ‘the headquarters of the enemy of ethical 
nature’; to a certain extent it may even be regarded as a ‘school of 
virtue'. The sphere, however, in which this holds true is a compara- 
tivelv limited one, being substantially restricted to temperance, in 
the Greek sense of the word - that is to say, moderation in the 
indulgence of the animal appetites, to which may, no doubt, be 
added, with Mr Stephen, energy. But nature, as distinct from that 
human nature which organises itself into societies and adds its own 
sanctions to the moral ideal which it is continually widening and 
deepening - non-human nature seems to have no sanctions even for 
such fundamental virtues as truthfulness, justice, and beneficence, 
still less for the finer shades and higher nobilities of character in 
which human nature flowers. And even in regard to the list of vir¬ 
tues cited, it might be argued that cosmic nature sanctions and 
furthers them only when we deliberately restrict our survey to the 
present stage of the evolutionary process - the stage during which 
man has grown to be what he is on this planet. Within this limited 
period nature, through the struggle for existence, may be said to 
have favoured the evolution of the morally best. But it is no intrinsic 
quality of the struggle to produce this result. Here, it appears to 
me, we strike upon the deeper truth which prompted Professor 
Huxley’s somewhat unguarded statement, and we are under an 
important obligation to him for the exposure of what he appropri¬ 
ately calls 'the fallacy of the fittest’. 

Fittest [he writes] has a connotation of ‘best; and about best there 
hangs a moral flavour. In cosmic nature, however, what is ‘fittest 
depends upon the conditions. Ging since, 1 ventured to point out 
that if our hemisphere were to cool again, the survival of the fittest 
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might bring about, in the vegetable kingdom, a population of more 
and more stunted and humbler and humbler organisms, until the 
‘fittest’ that survived might be nothing but lichens, diatoms, and 
such microscopic organisms as those which give red snow its 
colour; while, if it became hotter, the pleasant valleys of the 
Thames and Isis might be uninhabitable by any animated beings 
save those that flourish in a tropical jungle. They, as the fittest, 
the best adapted to the changed conditions, would survive (p. 32). 

Mr Spencer has been forward to emphasise his agreement with this 
position, and has recalled attention to an essay of his own, twenty 
years old, in which he makes the same distinction: 

The law is not the survival of the ‘better’ nr the ‘stronger’, if we 
give to these words anything like their ordinary meanings. It is the 
survival of those which are constitutionally fittest to thrive under 
the conditions in which they are placed; and very often that which, 
humanly speaking, is inferiority, causes the survival. Superiority, 
whether in size, strength, activity, or sagacity, is, other things 
equal, at the cost of diminished fertility; and where the life led by 
a species does not demand these higher attributes, the species pro¬ 
fits by decrease of them, and accompanying increase of fertility, 

This is the reason why there occur so many cases of retrograde 
metamorphosis . .. When it is remembered that these cases out¬ 
number all others, it will be seen that the expression ‘survivorship 
of the better’ is wholly inappropriate. 1 ’ 

Out of the mouth of two such witnesses this point may be taken 
as established. But if so, I entirely fail to see where, on naturalistic 
principles, we get our standard of higher and lower, of better and 
worse. If changed conditions of life were to lead to the dehumanis¬ 
ing of the race, to the dropping one by one of the ethical qualities 
which we are accustomed to commend, whence the justification for 
pronouncing this process a ‘retrograde metamorphosis’? There can 
be no other sense of better or worse, on the theory, than more or 
less successful adaptation to the conditions of the environment and 
what survives is best just because it survives. The latest stage of the 
process must necessarily, therefore, be better than all that went 
before, from the mere fact that it has maintained itself. Mere exist¬ 
ence is the only test we have to apply, and at every stage it would 

' Eaayt, vol. 1. p. 379, ‘Mr Martineau on Evolution’ 
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seem that we are bound to say, Whatever is, is right. But this is 
tantamount to saying that, when the theory of evolution is taken in 
its widest scope, it is not really legitimate tn say that nature abets 
or sanctions morality; since the result of further evolution - or, to 
speak more properly, of further cosmical changes - might be to 
dethrone our present ethical conduct from its temporary position as 
the fittest, and to leave no scope for what we now regard as virtue. 
The type of conduct which would then succeed, and which would 
so far have the sanction of nature on its side, we should be con¬ 
strained, it seems to me, to pronounce superior to the conduct 
which, from our present point of view, seems to us better; because 
the latter, if adopted, would in the altered circumstances set us at 
variance with our surroundings, and so fail. Failure or success in 
the struggle for existence must, on the theory, be the sole moral 
standard. Good is what survives; evil is what once was fittest, but 
is so no longer. Thus, our present good may become - nay, is 
inevitably becoming - evil, and that not, as might be contended, in 
the sense of merging in a higher good, We have no guarantee that 
the movement of change, miscalled evolution, must continue in the 
line of past progress: it may gradually, and as it were imperceptibly, 
assume another direction - a direction which our present moral 
ideas would condemn as retrograde. Yet, none the less, the mere 
fact of change would be sufficient to convert our present good into 
evil. 

Such, I must insist, is the only logical position of a naturalistic 
ethics. But an important outcome of the recent discussion has been 
to she w that the most prominent upholders of the theory do not 
hold i: in its logical form. Mr Spencer, as we have seen, has strongly 
insisted that survival of the fittest does not mean survival of the 
better, or even of the stronger; and Mr Stephen tells us that the 
struggle for existence, instead of being the explanation of morality, 
‘belongs to an underlying order of facts to which moral epithets 
cannot properly be applied, It denotes a condition of which the 
moralist has to take account, and to which morality has to be 
adapted, but which, just because it is a “cosmic process", cannot 
be altered, however much we may alter the conduct which it dic¬ 
tates.’ Surely this comes very near to admitting Professor Huxley’s 
contention, that our moral standard is not derived from the struggle 
fur existence, but rather implies its reversal, substituting for 
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selfishness sympathy for others, and, in Mr Stephen’s own words, 
‘the sense of duty which each man owes to society at large’, Mr 
Spencer speaks of an ‘ethical check’ upon the struggle for existence: 
it is our duty, he says, ‘to mitigate the evils’ which it entails in the 
social state. ‘The use of morality’, says Mr Stephen, ‘is to humanise 
the struggle, to minimise the sufferings of those who lose the game, 
and to offer the prizes to the qualities which are advantageous to 
all, rather than to those which serve to intensify the bitterness of 
the conflict.’ But this is neither more nor less than to say that, as 
soon as man becomes social and moral, he has to act counter to the 
leading characteristics of the struggle for existence. He becomes 
animated by other ideals, or, to speak more strictly, he then first 
becomes capable of an ideal, of a sense of duty, instead of obeying 
without question the routine of animal impulse. 

But if this is so, I still ask the evolutionist who has no other basis 
than the struggle for existence, how he accounts for the intrusion 
of these moral ideas and standards which presume to interfere with 
the cosmic process, and sit in judgment upon its results? This ques¬ 
tion cannot be answered so long as we regard morality merely as an 
incidental result, a by-product, as it were, of the cosmical system. 
It is impossible on such a hypothesis to understand the magisterial 
assertion b> itself of the part against the whole, its demands upon 
the universe, its unwavering condemnation of the universe, if these 
demands are not met by the nature of things. All this would be an 
incongruous, and even a ludicrous, spectacle if we had here to do 
with a natural phenomenon like any other. The moral and spiritual 
life remains, in short, unintelligible, unless on the supposition that 
it is in reality the key to the world’s meaning, the fact in the light 
of which all other phenomena must be read. We must be in earnest, 
I have already said, with the unity of the world, but we must not 
forget that, if regarded merely as a system of forces, the world 
possesses no such unity. It acquires it only when regarded in the 
light of an End of absolute worth or value which is realised or 
attained in it. Such an End-in-itself, as Kant called it, we find only 
in the self-conscious life of man, in the world of Truth, Beauty, 
and Goodness which he builds up for himself, and of which he 
constitutes himself a citizen. If it were possible to consider the 
system of physical nature apart from the intelligent activities and 
emotions of rational beings, those worlds on worlds, 
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Rolling ever 

From creation to decay !i 

would possess in themselves no spark of the value, the intrinsic 
worth, which we unhesitatingly assert to belong, at least in possibil¬ 
ity, to the meanest human life. The endless redistribution of matter 
and motion in stupendous cycles of evolution and dissolution would 
be a world without any justification to offer for its existence - a 
world which might just as well not have been. d But if we are honest 
with ourselves, I do not think we can embrace the conclusion that 
the cosmos is a mere brute fact of this description. The demand for 
an Eml-in-itself - that is, for a fact of such a nature that its existence 
justifies itself - is as much a necessity of reason as the necessity 
which impels us to refund any phenomenon into its antecedent con¬ 
ditions. And further, unless we sophisticate ourselves, we cannot 
doubt that we possess within ourselves - in our moral experience 
most conspicuously - an instance and a standard of what we mean 
by such intrinsic value. As Carlyle has put it in one of his finest 
passages, — 

What, then, is man! What, then, is man! He endures but for an 
hour, and is crushed before the moth. A et in the being and in the 

11 Without encumbering the main argument by inopportune discussion, one may 
perhaps ask in a note in what sense eten existence could be attributed to a system 
of unconscious forces - a material world per se. We cannot perform the abstraction 
required of us in conceiving such a system Nature refuses to be divorced rrum 
the thoughts and feelings of her children and her lords, and we need not be subjec¬ 
tive idealists to hold the literal truth of the poet’s words that hn our life alone does 
Nature live ’. 11 


11 Percy Bysshe Shelley, 


Worlds are rolling ever 
From creation to decay, 

Lite the bubbles on a river 
Sparkling, bursting, home away. 


Tie Complete Formal iVnh of Shelly fire*** Material Sever Before Pnnled In 
dny Edition Of The Pm™, cd. Thomas Hutchinson (Oxford, Uarendon Press, 

1904), 1023. 

Coleridge, 


O Lad\' wt receive but what we give, 

And in our life alone does Nature Live: 

‘Dejection: an Ode*. Formal H,rh, ed„ E H. Coleridge (Oxford, Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1967)1 3 b 5 , verse iv - l,tlcs l-2 - 
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working of a faithful man is there already (as all faith, from the 
beginning, gives assurance) a something that pertains not to this 
wild death-element of Time; that triumphs over Time, and w, and 
will be, when Time shall be no more, w 

This conviction of the infinite significance and value of the ethical 
life is the only view-point from which, in Professor Huxley’s words, 
we can "make existence intelligible and bring the order of things 
into harmony with the moral sense of man'. And it is impossible to 
do the one of these things without the other. To understand the 
world is not merely to unravel the sequence of an intricate set of 
facts. So long as we cannot ‘bring the urder of things into harmony 
with the moral sense of man’, we cannot truly be said to have made 
existence intelligible; the world still remains for us, in Hume s 
words, ‘a riddle, an enigma, an inexplicable mystery’. 15 

What, then, is Professor Huxley’s final attitude? The lecture 
breathes throughout the loftiest temper of ethical idealism. It is the 
writer's keen sense of the superiority of ethical man to non-ethical 
nature that prompts him to pit Pascal’s ‘thinking reed in unequal 
struggle against the cosmic forces that envelop him; and the noble 
words at the dose stir the spirit by their impressive insistence on 
the imperishable worth of human effort inspired by duty. Yet this 
unflinching conviction docs not lead Professor Huxley to what 
seems the legitimate conclusion from it - namely, that here only, in 
the life of ethical endeavour, is the end and secret of the universe 
to be found. It serves but to accentuate the stern pathos of his 
view of human fate. His ultimate attitude is, theoretically, one of 
Agnosticism; personally and practically, one of Stoical heroism. 
Substantially the same attitude, it appears to me, is exemplified in 
the Religion of Humanity - the same despair, I mean, of harmonis¬ 
ing human ideals with the course of the universe. The Religion ot 
Humanity rightly finds in man alone any qualities which call tor 
adoration or worship; but it inconsistently supposes man to develop 
these qualities in a fundamentally non-ethical cosmos, and so tails 


u Despite sustained searches by numerous scholars, including 01vle specialists, 
the source of this quotation has not been found. n 

» David Hume, Natural Halory of RApm, cd A ^’ ne U(>ver <° lford ’ Claren 

» « w.. *. — «■« ” —« bu ' 

he is a thinking reed.’ 
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to furnish a solution that can he accounted either metaphysically 
satisfying or ethically supporting. But we must bear in mind, 1 
repeat, the principle of the unity of the world. The attitude of the 
Agnostic and the Positivist is due to the separation which they 
unconsciously insist on keeping up between nature and man. The 
temptation to do so is intelligible, for we have found that nature, 
taken in philosophical language as a thing in itself - nature con¬ 
ceived as an independent system of causes - cannot explain the 
ethical life of man, and we rightly refuse to blur and distort the 
characteristic features of moral experience by submerging it in the 
merely natural. We easily, therefore, continue to think of the system 
of natural causes as a world going its own way, existing quite inde¬ 
pendently of the ethical beings who draw their breath within it. 
Man with his ideal standards and his infinite aspirations appears 
consequently upon the scene as an alien without rights in a world 
that knows him not. His life is an unexplained intrusion in a world 
organised on other principles, and no wav adapted as a habitation 
for so disturbing and pretentious a guest. And the consequence is 
that he dashes his spirit against the steep crags of necessity, finds 
his ideals thwarted, his aspirations mocked, his tenderest affections 
turned to instruments of agony, and is driven, if not into passionate 
revolt or nerveless despair, then at best into stoical resolve. Some 
such mood as this appears also in much of Matthew Arnold’s 
poetry, and is to my mind the explanation of its insistent note of 
sadness. 

No, w-c are strangers here, the world is from of old ... 

To tunes we did not call, our being must keep chime. 1 

It is powerfully expressed in the famous monologue or chant in 
‘Empedocles on Etna', with its deliberate renunciation of whaMhe 
poet deems man’s ‘boundless hopes and intemperate prayers It 

'■ The Poms of Mathn> Arnold, ed. Kenneth Allot, end edn, Miriam Allot (London. 

Longman, uj7<>}, ‘Empedocles on Ltrti', Act I, Scene ii. It. 1S1 and K|!). 

,f Poems of Mathew Arnold, 22 Resignation, lines 271-4- 

And even could the intemperate prayer 
Man iterate 1 !, while these forebear, 

For movement, for ait ample sphere, 

Pierre Fate’s impenetrable car. 

"bound les hopes’ is to be found in Poms of Mathew Arnold, 101 ‘The Letter Part : 
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inspires the fine lines to Fausta on ‘Resignation’, 19 and reappears 
more incidentally in all his verse. But calm, as he himself reminds 
us, is not life’s crown, though calm is well; and the poet’s ‘calm 
lucidity of soul’ 20 covers in this case the baffled retreat of the 
thinker. We have, in truth, no right to suppose an independent 
non-spiritual world on which human experience is incongruously 
superinduced. It we are really in earnest, at once with the unity of 
the world and with the necessity of an intrinsically worthy end by 
reference to which existence may be explained, w : e must take our 
courage in both hands and carry our convictions to their legitimate 
conclusion. We must conclude that the end which we recognise as 
alone worthy of attainment is also the end of existence as such - 
the open secret of the universe. No man writes more pessimistically 
than Kant of man’s relation to the course of nature, so long as man 
is regarded merely as a sentient creature, susceptible to pleasure 
and pain. But man, as the subject of duty, and the heir of immortal 
hopes, is restored by Kant to that central position in the universe 
from which, as a merely physical being, Copernicus had degraded 
him. 

To a certain extent this conclusion must remain a conviction 
rather than a demonstration, for we cannot emerge altogether from 
the obscurities of our middle state, and there is much that may 
rightly disquiet and perplex our minds. But if it is in the needs of 


'LoriK fed on bound less hopes, O rate of man’, lire i 
And, z ‘Cromwell’: 

'That day of boundless hope and promise high 

That day that hailed his triumphs, saw him die.’ lines 211-12. 

11 'To Fausta' is the sub-titk of ‘Resignation'. 

“ Arnold, ‘Youth and Calm’ in Pc,(ms By Mathew Arnold (London, Macmillan, 
t88 S ). ' 

Tis death 1 and peace, indeed, is here, 

And ease from shame, and rest from fear, 

There’s nothing can dismarble now 
The smoothness of the brow. 

But is aealm life this, in truth. 

The crowning end of life and youth, 

And when this boon rewards the dead, 

Are all debts paid, has all been said? 

The reference to ‘calm lucidity of soul’ appears to be from 'Resignation’. 'Fate 
Gave, what Chance shall not control, ! lis sad lucidity of soul 
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the moral life that we find our deepest principle of explanation, 
then it may be argued with some reason that this belongs to the 
nature of the ease; for a scientific demonstration would not serve 
the purposes of that life. The truly good man must choose goodness 
on its own account; he must be ready to serve God for naught, 
without being invaded by \1. Renan’s doubts. As it has been finely 
put, he must possess ‘that rude old Norse nobility of soul, which 
saw virtue and vice alike go unrewarded, and was yet not shaken in 
its faith’.” This old Norse nobility speaks to us again, in accents of 
the nineteenth century, in Professor Huxley’s lecture. But because 
such is the temper of true virtue, it by no means follows that such 
virtue will not be rewarded with The wages of going on, and not to 
die’.’ 1 


1 R. L. Stevenson, Preface [by way of Criridsm] to Familiar SluM of Men and 
Books [London, Chatto and Win Jus, 1420, siinl 


:i Alfred Lord Tennyson, 

To rest in a golden grove, or to bask in a summer sky. 
Give her the wages of going on, ant! not to die. 

‘Wages’ in Works (Ware, Hertfordshire, Wordsworth, iwl. 617. 
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Socialism and Natural Selection 3 

B. BOSANQUET 

My reason for attempting a treatment of this difficult subject is 
twofold. First, I am greatly impressed by what seems like a lack of 
thorough patience and goodwill in the controversy on both sides. A 
student of philosophy has not the special knowledge possessed 
either by Mr. Huxlev or Professor Haeckel in biology, or by Mr. 
Karl Pearson in mathematics, 1 not to speak of other writers who 

' lecture given before the London Ethical Society. 

1 Ernst Haeckel was a German biologist who formulated a deterministic theory of 
the ontogenetic development of 1 1 :. individual. Haeckel believed in the truth ot 
spontaneous generation, not because it could be proved in the laboratory, but 
because a denial of it led to belief in a Creator He was known as the 'German 
Darwin’ because of the enthusiasm with which he introduced Dai win’s ideas inti) 
Germany. His Generelk Morphology is a thoroughly and consciously Darwinian 
book He is frequentlv cited in Charles Darwin, Tin Descent of Man: Seluutm in 
Relation to Sox (London, Murray, second edition, 188S). Darwin says, for 
example, that ‘Professor Haeckel was the only author who, at the time when this 
work first appeared, had discussed the subject of sexual selection, and had seen 
its full importance , . p. 3. It was Haeckel who extended the debate about natural 
selection into the social sphere, and who expressed astonishment at the possibility 
of natural selection being compatible with socialism He maintained that it was 
natural selection which drove people to attain higher levels of culture He had a 
firm belief in the natural law of progress which he thought that neither tyrant nor 
priest could resist 

T. H. Huxley (1825-^5) was a distinguished biologist and social commentator. 
He popularised ira:i\ of Darwin’s ideas, but did much valuable work of his ow r n. 
In terms of ethics he made the famous distinction between cosmic evolution and 
ethical evolution. His ideas are discussed in the introduction to this volume, and 
in Andrew Seth’s contribution 

Kail Pearson (i857-ii)J<>) was a biologist ard mathematician with a keen inter¬ 
est in statistically proving Darwin’s theory of natural selection. He was critical of 
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have entered upon this debatable land perhaps too light-heartedly; 
but he ought to possess above all things the goodwill and habit of 
patience which enable him to track out common elements in differ¬ 
ent phases and processes, and to hold together ideas which the 
noticeably impatient mind of exact science or semi-political pub¬ 
licism pronounces to be ab initio incompatible. 1 cannot Kelp it if 
this implication is considered insolent; iti the popular utterances of 
natural and exact science nothing strikes one so forcihly as their 
impatience, And secondly, it appears to me that certain classes of 
facts known to those closely occupied with administration of charity 
or of Poor Law relief form at least an important contribution to the 
problem in question, and that, though touched upon from time to 
time, they have not been treated with adequate knowledge, and their 
rather ambiguous import has therefore not been rightly read. 

I will begin by referring to an observation of Lotze which applies 
very 1 widely to the attitude of our time. 

Our own generation, maintaining its opposition to philosophy, 
endeavours to console itself for its want of clearness in respect to 
general principles by a vivid exercise of die sensuous imagination. 

If we come upon pile-dwellings in some forgotten swamp, we 
piously gather together the insignificant remains of a dreary past, 
supposing that bv contemplating them we shall grow wiser, and 
learn that which a glance into the affairs of everyday life would 
teach us with less trouble. 15 

Something of this kind is forcihly suggested by the necessity 
which modern culture appears to be under of attempting to desig¬ 
nate well-recognised phenomena of civilised society by names 
drawn from the evolution of the plant and the lower animal world. 


b Lotze, Metitphysws, English tr., p. 417 


Srenccr Haeckel and Huxley tor portraying natural selection as the competition 
among individual*, lake Beniamin Kidd, he applied the theory of natural selection 
to international relations and td justify imperialism. Pearson agreed with Carlyle 
and Ruskm that Lngland must hold its place in the world and protect the welfare 
ot her own people at the expense of other peoples of a lower order. 1 necessary. 
He was also a socialist who lectured on the ideas of Marx and I.assalle. Ik was not, 
however, a Marxist He espoused the idea of class unity, rented working-class 
internationalism and embraced, instead, an ardent patriotism 
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We have the struggle for existence, natural selection, and panmixia, 2 
asserted and denied to be conditions of human progress, and the 
absurdity culminates when Mr. Herbert Spencer, in an ethical treat¬ 
ise," speaks of a human society as ‘a local variety of the species’. But 
where a continuous evolution is concerned, mere difference and 
mere sameness arc more than usually inadequate instruments to 
express the relation between its stages; what is really needed is very 
patient and verv careful interpretation and analysis direcred to 
tracking the true strand of continuity. 

For the sake of clearness, I will at once briefly indicate m\ con¬ 
clusion. I believe in the reality of the general will, arid in the conse¬ 
quent right and duty of civilised society to exercise initiative 
through the State with a view to the fullest development of the life 
of its members. But I am also absolutely convinced that the appli¬ 
cation of this initiative to guarantee without protest the existence ot 
all individuals brought into being, instead of leaving the responsi¬ 
bility to the uttermost possible extent on the parents and the indi¬ 
viduals themselves, is an abuse fatal to character and ultimately 
destructive of social life. The abolition of the struggle for existence, 
in the sense in which alone that term applies to human societies, 
means, so far as I can see, the divorce of existence from human 
qualities; and to favour the existence of human beings without 
human qualities is the ultimate inferno to which any society can 
descend. This view, it will be seen, is practically that of Mr. Kidd 
in his work on Social Evolution.' In no critical question has patience 
been more necessary and more wanting than in forming an estimate 
of that remarkable popular treatise. It is easy to show that Mr. Kidd 
is neither a scholar nor a philosopher; his estimate of social con¬ 
ditions is, in my judgment, misleading, and it does not appear prob¬ 
able that he is a master of natural science. But all this is no proof 
that on a particular issue he has failed to hit the nail on the head, 


" Prmaple of kihtcs* vol. H, p. 


1 In Wcumnn's theory Panmixia relates to what is tailed "Germinal Selection' 
Degeneration is explained in terms of genetic selection and was deemed one of 
the more important ideas supplementing Darwin s idea of natural feie 
out having to resort to Lamarck’s ideas of use and dix-usc inheritance Spencer 
focuses on this aspect of Weusmann’s theory ■ , „ a 

1 hirst edition, London, Macmillan, rlvu' and edn iffgs: 3rd edn 1898. 
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anti mere candour compels me to sat that, in the essential distinc¬ 
tion on which his attitude to Socialism is founded, I am fully in 
agreement with him. I refer to the distinction which he chooses to 
call that between true Socialism, which aims at arresting compe¬ 
tition and guarantees existence without protest to all individuals, 
and State Socialism, which regulates the competime struggle while 
enhancing the efficiency of competition.'' 

Now r let us remind ourselves what is the fundamental meaning 
of the Struggle for Existence as conditioning natural selection in 
the w orld of plants, and of animals below man. *1 should premise 1 , 
Mr, Darwin writes, ‘that \ use this term (Struggle for Existence) m 
a large and metaphorical sense, ineluding dependence of one being 
on another, and including what is more important, not only the life 
of the individual, but success in leaving progeny’/ The examples 
which follow explain that not only may two dogs, when food is 
scarce, be said to struggle for food; but a plant on the edge of a 
desert struggles against drought - that is, is dependent upon moist¬ 
ure. though there is in this case no competition with other plants 
at all; a plant mav again be said to struggle with other plants for 
the means of disseminating its seed, or, I may venture to add, for 
the chance of fertilisation by insects, in which two cases its individ¬ 
ual life is in no way or degree necessarily risked in the struggle. 
That is to sav, the organism which wins in the struggle for exist¬ 
ence, from the very beginning, is that so adapted to surrounding 
influences and objects that it not only arrives at maturity, but leaves 
offspring, to a relatively large extent, under such conditions that 
they also are likely to arrive at maturity. The ‘existence’ depends 
upon definite qualities which may no doubt be noxious, or, again, 
mav be beneficial to the objects and creatures in contact with them. 


- Own of Spt fin, ed f>, p- jo. [See Charles Darwin. I*' Ongn »J cd 

( W Borrow iHarmondsworth. Penguin. lit) | 


Kidd defines true socialism as. 'the final suspension of that personal struggle for 
extent* which has been waged, not only from the oUcxneiv hut m 

out form or another, from the beginning .if life (3rd ed, 208-9) Idealist!, such 
as Caird. Jones and the Australian Idealist Francis Anderson use the distinction 
differentlv lor them true socialism is that kind uf socialism which uses the State 
to enhance the individual's capacities It does not suppress individualism, but. on 
the contrary, empowers individuals to act in spheres that were previously no 
possible. False socialism is that which suppresses individuality and legislates in 
the interest of one class. 
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When the struggle for existence is regarded with reference to 
selection, then in the plants and lower animals a further consider¬ 
ation enters in. The natural resources on which they depend cannot 
by their action be artificially supplemented, and prudential 
restraints from leaving progeny cannot exist. This being so, more 
individuals are produced than can possibly be maintained, and those 
of the surplus which are not destroyed by other agencies must 
perish of starvation. Natural selection determines according to their 
qualities which individuals shall survive and which shall not, and 
also which individuals shall leave progeny and which shall not. It is 
thus untrue even of plants and the lower animals to say that natural 
selection operates exclusively through destruction of individuals. In 
the main, moreover, artificial selection, of which sexual selection is 
the elementary form, and which need not act at all through extermi¬ 
nation of individuals, does not differ in principle from natural selec¬ 
tion, so long as it proceeds with a view to qualities which have 
power to set in motion the selecting agency by means which may 
be called natural - that is, otherwise than through a sheer conscious 
desire on its part to guarantee support to all existent individuals as 
such. For this reason, 1 suppose, the term natural selection is, and 
fairly may be, used to cover the processes of competition in society 
(although in them selection is conscious), so lung as in these pro¬ 
cesses existence, except under protest, is determined by definite 
qualities which naturally set in motion the selective agency. The 
true line of demarcation at which the whole principle underlying 
natural selection is abandoned, must be where selection ceases to be 
selective - that is, where any agency guarantees to individuals exist¬ 
ence without protest,' irrespective of human qualities. Natural 
selection in the wider sense suggested by this contrast plainly does 
not operate by starvation, but by varied forms of acceptance, rejec¬ 
tion, and discouragement; and, at least, by abstinence from anti- 
selective action, i.e. from retrogressive or negative selection, 

Natural selection, then, is the process by which the struggle for 
existence determines the perpetuation of those stocks or family 


■- 1 use the term ‘evisreree under’ or ‘without protest', because in human society it 
is impossible forcibly to present the production of individuals destitute ot co¬ 
operative qualities, or to starve them when produced. A 1 that can be done is to 
express a protest by want (if encouragement. or by penalty directed against a . 
visibly in fault, whether parents or individuals them selves. 
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strains which have qualities most enabling them to conquer or to 
use their surroundings, especially so as to obtain success in the 
rearing of offspring. Now, further, the absence of what has been 
called ‘selective value’ in any quality - that is, its inability to exer¬ 
cise determining influence on the success or non-success of its pos¬ 
sessor - withdraws it from the influence of selection, and there is no 
reason to expect that such a quality will be maintained in efficiency. 
‘Variations’ which have no selective value ‘must disappear again’.' 
This result, which Spencer finds in Darwin and himself fully 
accepts (inc. at.), appears ro me - speaking with great diffidence - 
to contain all that is really important in the disputed principle of 
‘Panmixia’, which he rejects. But for our purpose, the transmission 
of qualities as modified by use and disuse would serve the same 
purpose. Qualities which are not imperatively demanded by society 
will not be maintained either by natural selection or by exercise. 

We are now prepared to consider the case of social animals and 
of human communities. In proportion as exchange of services by 
division of labour within a group takes the place of competition of 
all against all, the group itself becomes the primary unit in the 
struggle for existence. Now, selection as between competing groups 
can only make adaptations in them by transforming the individuals 
of which they are composed, and this it is found to do with astound¬ 
ing thoroughness and variety. According to U eisroann s recent con¬ 
tention, which seems likely to be justified, selection as between 
groups has pow'er in the case of social insects to modify even the 
sterile members of the community by selecting the stocks or families 
from which sterile members with socially useful qualities are des¬ 
tined to proceed. How then does group selection affect the relations 
of the members of the community to each othert Plainly, I think, 
in this wav, that the competition of communities without operates 
by means of the competition of individuals within. By the necessi- 


Herbert Spencer, hai^uacy fit Sutural Seta lien. PP n, Herbert Spencer 
speaks of '» variation' and of ‘a faculty'. The same rule mast surely apply to an 

organ (cf. Pnnafk of Etbns, vol n, p. 4 * 9 )■ S P t:nctr ^ es n0T “n'nrevcm the 
that his principle of the transmission of acquired qualities wouldP cnt 
destruction of social characteristics by retrogressive selection, and, in fact, the same 
conditions of envtronment which would destroy the selective value of th " >C q ^' lt J 
,« must also ensure their d.suse. [The articles that compose Inquiry V 
S'l«,w« first appealed .n The CweKporan' tttir*. The took was pubhshed m 
London by Williams and Norgatc, iNcl 
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tits of the community certain conditions are imposed on life within 
the community, and the ‘existence’ struggled for, which even at 
first, as we saw, included the successful rearing of progeny, now 
includes the conditions, he they less or more, which attach to one 
or another form of co-operative living f The struggle for existence 
has, in short, become a struggle for a place in the community; and 
these places are reserved for the individuals which in the highest 
degree possess the co-operative qualities demanded by circum¬ 
stances, The bee or ant has been precisely moulded to every detail 
of its work bv this form of natural selection; and I take it that that 
community has always been victorious in which a place has been 
denied to those individuals in whom the co-operative qualities were 
absent. Where, however, as in the case of the bee, there are no 
competing stocks within the community, the absence or destruction 
of useless individuals is a consequence of group-modification and 
essential to its full effect, but is hardly in its turn a perpetuating 
cause of such modification. 

If we now 1 turn to human society, we find that the so-called exist¬ 
ence’, which is the aim of the so-called ‘struggle’, has received a yet 
further accretion of qualities. Although it would be obviously a 
blunder to say that every human individual aims at the common 
good - for if so, everv one would be moral — yet it is true that the 
existence which any human beings regard as tolerable is made what 
it is by ideas which depend on a social conception - in short, by a 
standard of life. Further, it is very noticeable and very natural that, 
owing to the freedom allowed by an aim presented to intelligence 
the conflict of stocks within the group revives in human society as 
not only an effect but a cause of group modification, seeing that 
some stocks perish and others survive within the group, by reason 
of their respective qualities. 

Now, at this point, 1 must recur to the subject of my opening 
remarks. We have gained but little by applying inadequate concep¬ 
tions, drawn from the life of plants and of lower animals, to the life 
of man. The struggle for existence, and the process of natural selec¬ 
tion, especially when understood by popular science and publicism 
in a way far more crude and less pregnant than that indicated by 
Darwin himself, arc terms which do not adequately designate the 

! Frequently, of course, in the social iinctts, involving sterility. 
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phenomena of human adaptation. Rut the worst evil which has come 
from applying these, as Lotze says of other conceptions, without so 
much as a glance at the affairs of everyday life, has not been of the 
most obvious kind. It is bad enough that a fundamental truth should 
be crudely and rudely formulated and misapplied, because people 
think it modem attd up to date to use conceptions drawn from 
anything else rather than from our experience of the matter in hand. 
For this evil we have largely to thank Mr, Herbert Spencer, and in # 
spite of his great abilities and untiring industry, or rather because 
of them and their abuse, I think that a Dante of philosophers ought 
to grant him the distinction of the lowest circle in the inferno. s But 
the more terrible evil, a natural consequence of the former, is that 
the fundamental truth, having got into low company, is repudiated 
as a disreputable acquaintance by the impatient purist among social 
reformers, and things which were known 2000 years ago, and which 
are obvious, as I am forced to believe, to those who look straight at 
the facts in question, are disputed because of the new-fangled 
analogies which are meant to support, but which really disguise, 
them. 

Unquestionably, in human society, instincts and tendencies are 
modified by ideas. A human community does not aim at mere sur¬ 
vival, but at a certain kind of survival; and rather than survive on 
certain terms, a decent society would choose destruction. A human 
individual, again, does not aim at mere survival, but at a certain 
kind of survival; and although, in the general interests of humanity, 
it is considered right to ding even to bare existence, yet in spite of 
this scruple, a being with full human qualities will readily forfeit 
such existence in preference to endangering these qualities in itself 
or in others. This we see in the phrase, ‘AH that makes life worth 
living.’ It is, therefore, I submit, a fatal misconception by which 
Mr. Huxley tells us h that in human society the struggle is not for 


* Evolution and Ethics, p. +0. [T H. Huxley, Evolution and Ethics and Other Essays, 
vol xi, Collected Essays (London, Macmillan, 181)4}-! 


' Dame’s tew Comedy gives os a vision of hell, purgatory and heaven Thejfw 
is divided into circles. One to five comprise upper hell, and six to nine lower hell. 
The ninth circle is the habitat of the treacherous who fal1 “"“h Z 

categories: those who are treacherous to family and friends, traitors to their 
counter and causes; those who are treacherous to guests; and those who are treach¬ 
erous to superiors. The Ehvine Comedy, trains. C. H. Sisson (London, Pan, 1081). 
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existence but for enjoyment; rather, the struggle is for a certain kind 
of existence, and failure to secure this entails, on the whole, 
immediate or rapid extinction of the particular stock which fails. 
Under a similar misconception, it is alleged that survival of the 
fittest is nothing more than survival of the fittest to survive. No one 
can deny that there are eddies and back currents in the river of life; 
but a complete discontinuity between the principles of nature and 
of humanity is extremely improbable, especially if we consider that 
the latter has come into being by the processes of the former. And 
this improbability is intensified to impossibility when we examine 
from the logical side the nature of those victorious ideas which have 
imposed themselves as moral upon the human race, for they are 
seen to be marked throughout by organic quality - by the power of 
arranging life and dealing with circumstance; and it is precisely this 
quality, however caricatured in some phases of its growth, which 
forms the essential strand in the development of living things. 
Those may sneer at strength who do not believe that reason is the 
ultimate power, but those who hold a different conviction cannot 
but judge that the survival of the most vigorous in the struggle for 
the existence which is aimed at, is, on the whole, the survival of 
the most reasonable. I repeat emphatically, ‘in the struggle for the 
existence which is aimed at 1 , for vigour is a term relative to circum¬ 
stances; and the most vigorous in a struggle determined by one 
standard of life is the weaker in that determined by another. We 
have to consider, then, not only the bare fact of survival, but the 
nature of the struggle in which survival has to be sought. ‘It is for 
us to struggle’, said Aristeides to Themistocles, ‘both now and ever, 
which of us shall perform the greatest services to his country.’*’ 
But, emphatically, the development is continuous; the struggle of 
Aristeides is an arduous struggle still, and competition is not less 
but more strenuous in proportion as its purpose is more complexly 
determined. Does any one seriously doubt that there are in every 
society worse and better varieties, always remembering that the 


Herodotus, Htumes, book eight. 79. The Penguin translation of im rca f*? : A * 
this moment, more than ever before, you and I should be rivals to see which of 
us can do most good to our country’ (550) In Plutarch, Aristeides again makes 
reference to his rivalry with Themistocles: ‘We two, Themistocles, if we have any 
sense will have to stop this vain and childish feud of ours. Prom nowon we ought 
to begin a more honourable kind of contest to save our country. . . K,if 

ami Fall of Mens. Nine Greek Lives (Harmondsworth, Penguin, i960), itH. 
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minimum test of excellence, by success in the struggle for existence, 
involves from the first capacity to give the progeny a good chance of 
maturity - in short, to furnish what we call good birth and breed¬ 
ing? 

And, once more, the conception of panmixia in the general 
import, in which, as I think, Spencer himself affirms it, applies by 
analogy to human society. If selection for certain qualities ceases, 
the qualities in respect of which it ceases cannot maintain them¬ 
selves; and if worse varieties - those of bad birth and breeding - 
are encouraged to perpetuate themselves, does any one doubt (what 
Plato already knew) that society must deteriorate? 

But, it is asked of us, can there be the same cosmic process in 
society as in lower nature, when in society you can in some degree 
restrict the reproduction of individuals so as not to exceed the food- 
supply, and in nature there is perpetual excess of multiplication 
over the means of subsistence? Does the pressure on which the 
struggle depends exist at all in society? Mr. Huxley is inclined to 
say that this is so to a very small extent , 1 and that therefore the 
processes are not the same in kind. But first, as the supply of necess¬ 
aries for civilised life is wholly produced by labour, every individual 
born is pritna facie in excess until he justifies his existence by defi¬ 
nite qualities. For if not, why should some one else work that he 
may eat? This is at once a powerful pressure in the way of produc¬ 
ing selection, and a source of resistance to alt multiplication. Sec¬ 
ondly, if multiplication is restricted, the restriction must be either 
selective or non-selective. If non-selective, it is not restriction for our 
purpose, for it may well chance to diminish the supply of necess¬ 
aries, which is wholly artificial, more than it diminishes the popu¬ 
lation. If selective, it is not opposed to the cosmic process, but itself 
effects the same end in a presumably less painful though analogous 
way. This argument from the apparent absence of severe pressure 
in civilised communities really shows that if society is to prosper, 
the cosmic process of selection by definite qualities is, and must be, 
continued in them perhaps under the name oj restriction, And this 
Mr. Huxley recognises by his simile of the garden, the difference 
between which and wild nature depends chiefly on the despotic 
selection of the horticulturist. The requirements of despotic selec¬ 
tion, which Plato too made an absolute condition of his artificial 

' Loc. cil. 
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society,' Mr. Huxley sees to be impracticable because of the inca¬ 
pacity of man,' to which I will add the deeper reason that no des¬ 
potic selection can exercise the causal action which belongs to the 
human analogue of natural selection. It is a question throughout not 
merely of birth but of breeding - 'success in leaving offspring' in 
the widest sense - and in human society the breeding or training is 
almost the more important condition for preservation of offspring. 
But quality of breeding material and moral upbringing for a human 
being, operating mainly through ideas and expectations, cannot be 
secured without definite conditions which mere despotic selection 
within a wholly uncompetitive society would absolutely exclude. No 
social selection - 1 do not shun the paradox - no social selection 
can be moral except natural selection in the targe sense explained 
below; for it alone operates through character and through ideas. 

I will now indicate what I conceive to be the true analogue of 
natural selection in human society, and I will name it at once as 
comprising two elements: first, the moral and material responsibility 
of the family; and secondly, the direct interference of society and 
the State, considered mote especially as abstaining or not abstaining 
from retrogressive selection. It is not the action of the spur of 
hunger nor the greed of gain; these are not human motives, and 
each of them is operative, as Huxley rightly implies of the former, 
throughout only a small section of society, strictly perhaps not at 
all. If you reply that the spur of hunger is a phrase for the desire 
to live, and to live a human life, then 1 say that it is an ill-chosen 
phrase, used on both sides, we must remember, in this controversy, 
and that we can never obtain a correct analysis of anything nil we 
are careful to say what we mean. That existence even on the lowest 
plane of our society involves a standard of life and not mere animal 


A probable instance of this struck me in relation to the modification of sterile 
individuals probably Plato’s government would try to breed from geniuses, but it 
rrav be that geniuses are fitted to be the last offshoots of vigorous races, and that 
to get them you must breed nut from them hut from such stocks as produce them, 
which is more difficult. 


‘We must if we are to be consistent, and if we're to have a real pedigree herd, 
mate the best of our men with the best of our women as often as possible, and 
the inferior men with the inferior women as seldom as possible, and bring up onf 
the offspring of the best And no one but the Rulers must know yhatohap^mrig, 
if we are to avoid dissension in our truardan herd. Pla , P 
(Harmonds-worth, Penguin, 1987). 454 ^ 
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needs, is shown by the fact that to many aliens F.nglish slum or 
workhouse life appears a paradise. 

First, then, of the family. The Western monogamic family as we 
know it is neither opposed to the State nor independent of it; it is 
largely the creation of Roman law. is supported by the Jaw in all 
civilised countries, and could be destroyed or disfigured beyond 
recognition by indifferent or hostile State action. Now, broadly 
speaking, the co-operative individual, as demanded by civilised life, 
can only be produced in the family, and therefore by a stock capable 
of forming a true family; and the test and engine of his production 
is the peculiar form of moral responsibility, supported by law and 
covering both material and moral incidents, which the family 
implies. Its unique importance as an agent of selection arises, of 
course, from the fact that to the family is entrusted the multipli¬ 
cation of the species, and its automatic action as a selective agency 
depends on the recognition of the principle that this union should 
only be entered on where the conditions of success in the struggle 
for a distinctively human existence, including as throughout a 
proper rearing of offspring, may be reasonably anticipated. The 
question of population is not a mere numerical question; of some 
qualities of population it is impossible to have too much, for they 
are self-limiting, of others every individual is in excess. The main 
difference between these kinds of population depends on the mater¬ 
ial and moral responsibility for the family being left with those who 
have voluntarily formed it, and on every possible discouragement 
being thrown in the way of unions taking place where the true 
conditions of family life do not exist. I say, then, that the struggle 
to realise the conditions of true family life in its moral and material 
senses is the human ‘struggle for existence’ within the group, and 
that defeat in this struggle does largely entail, and ought as far as 
possible to entail, the extinction of the stock so failing. The moral 
responsibility on its material side is one which, above all, needs care 
and patience in analysing. Kvcn if it includes, by misfortune, the 
need of meeting the pressure of hunger, it is not the mere appetite 
so described; the need of providing necessaries and decencies for 
wife and child is not mere greed or hunger in the man. But although 
I repudiate such phrases as ‘the necessity of the spur of hunger', I 
fully recognise the fact that an absolutely secured material position, 
such as that of the wealthy class, is not favourable, on the whole, 
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to productivity in the interests of society; and I desiderate for every 
one, for their own sake, some possibility of falling into distress by 
lack of wisdom and exertion. It is tiot the same thing, however, to 
hold a position which, with all its possibilities as a human life, may 
easily be forfeited through indolence or folly, and to be urged on 
by the mere animal terror of starvation. The former is that scaffold¬ 
ing or support afforded to the internal hy the external conscience 
(to use George Eliot’s phrase) which no one need be ashamed of 
requiring. We are all of us at times poor creatures; and the most 
high-minded is none the worse for being kept up to bis work. But 
the latter is an animal motive; and I doubt whether, in a technical 
sense, it can ever be rightly identified with the mainspring of a true 
human life. Yet none the less, the large fact is that natural selection 
hy the struggle for existence is, in the sense 1 have indicated, essen¬ 
tial to the prosperity of human society, and the means of this selec¬ 
tion is the fullest recognition both by law and by public opinion of 
the responsibility attaching to the author of a family, both for its 
material and for its moral requirements. 

Time does not permit me to analyse fully the drift and import of 
modern sentiment and legislation regarding the family. My point is 
sufficiently dear if I explain (hat such analysis should be directed 
to distinguishing between two movements which have much in 
common - which, in fact progress in curves perhaps even coincident 
for a portion of their arcs. The free school, the improved and co¬ 
operative dwelling and factory, the library, the dub, and the perma¬ 
nent organisation of labour, mav all of them be agencies for 
ennobling and enlarging the family life and making its basis more 
solid. It is also possible that they, or extensions of them, may be 
made agencies for destroying it. And here we come face to face with 
the direct selective or anti-selective action of the State, or of whole¬ 
sale philanthropy. ... , 

I wish very distinctly to insist that this is also capable ot two 

directions, and that the problems arising are nut to be solved by 
administrative nihilism, but by care and analytic experience and 
patient continuance in wdl-domg. But subject to this reservation, 1 
desire to call attention to the frightful dangers that attend any over¬ 
riding of what is relatively natural selection through family 
responsibility, by the direct interference of administrative or other 
philanthropy. I do not at all deny that sometimes the evils caused 
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by partial interference may demand completer interference. Time 
only permits me to indicate a few typical points. 

I begin by a general statement applying to our whole social life 
which very clearly emphasises the difference between the improve¬ 
ment of surrounding conditions of life, and the operation of natural 
selection in the extinction of the worst varieties. It is alleged 1 that 
the Registrar-General’s analysis of the death-rate for the period 
from 1858 to 1890, distinguishing the causes of death preventive 
by improved surroundings from those dependent on hereditary con¬ 
stitution, show's the former to be diminishing, but the latter to be 
increasing in their operation. This would mean that the weakly, 
who are saved from neglect and from acute disease, live past the 
time of child-bearing, only to fall victims to constitutional ailments 
which, meantime, they have transmitted to descendants. Life is 
longer, but death from old age is rarer than thirty years ago. 1 If this 
is true, and I give it with some reserve, the inference is plain. The 
severer selective agencies have been arrested by improved surround¬ 
ings; but family responsibility, the only practical substitute, has not 
yet operated in their place, and the race is less robust. 

Passing from this general tendency to the direct action of the 
State, we find, of course, that, to some extent inevitably, the Poor 
Law encourages an element of the population for whom the family 
does not exist, or who are preserved only to hand on to others the 
defects which, but for our elaborate hospitals and infirmaries, would 
have perished with them. Particularly frightful in this connection is 
the case of those known as feeble-minded pauper girls, who become 
recurrent inmates of the workhouses, where the best medical 
attendance is furnished to them, and of whose children the kindest- 
hearted woman will often say. ‘fortunately the child died’. Here it 
may be that a further interference may help. I hese girls are not fit 
to protect themselves in the world, and though they cannot be certi¬ 
fied as proper inmates for a lunatic asylum, it seems possible to 
prevent the evils that attach to their life and its perpetuation by 
some form of attractive custodial home. 


(John Bcrrv] Hivcnft, in Bniit* Medial journal, a+th February 1894. S« 

L and Race Prog™, by this author, about to be published by Son«Meheuaand 
Co [Tire article referred to is an abstract of lecture II in the “" es . Thc ) " , ’ 
Lectures on Darwinism and Race Progress’. The book was published m 189S-J 
The appearance of this is partly owing to increased accuracy of diagnosis. 
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And apart from the question of medical care as such, there is no 
doubt that the public provision for the destitute must to some 
extent, and may to a terrible extent, be the cause of early and reck¬ 
less marriages which fulfil no moral nor material conditions of the 
union, of desertion of wife and children, and of irregular unions. In 
all these cases, besides the direct evil of ill-nurture, a bad variety is 
almost certainly perpetuated." 1 I forbear at this late hour to intro¬ 
duce the whole miserable story of the old Poor Law 1 , with its pay¬ 
ment per head for children born out of wedlock, by which it was 
rightly said that the English law had abolished chastity. If any one 
thinks that wholly and in principle these evils have now been 
annihilated, he is unacquainted with the subject, and with the diffi¬ 
culties inherent in a system which is bound to deal humanely with 
all comers of every kind, and therefore cannot but be in some degree 
a refuge in which the wreckage of society refits, only to be wrecked 
again to the lasting injury of the community. The typical case of 
the American Jukes family, 1200 descendants of which, in sever 
generations, were estimated to have cost £260,000 in prison 
expenses and public relief, is an example of the worst varieties, 
which, with the best administration, are not easily extinguished, and 
with every laxity multiply like a bacillus/ 

Now the general conclusion which 1 desire to draw is not in the 
direction of recurring to severity against the helpless, but it urges 
the absolute necessity of regarding all these interferences as 
unavoidable evils and not as precedents for more general action. We 
should make them thorough and effective where they are essential, 
and convert, where possible, the very treatment which might other- 
wise encourage a bad variety into a hindrance to its perpetuation* 
as by the seclusion of the hopeless inebriate and the feeble-minded 
girl-pauper, or by the best possible nurture of the pauper child, the 
almost insuperable difficulty of which shows the hazard of the whole 
system. We should avoid in every way the protrusion of analogous 

” At present, in a case of which I have information, five illegitimate children of a 
single pair arc bong maintained by the ratepayers. Being unmarried, the father 
cannot be compelled to maintain them except by procedure initiated b; the 
mother. She will take no action, and he can laugh at the public. See also 1 \ 


This was a widely cited example. Herbert Spencer uses it in The Mm Ijsus Mr 
State (Indianapolis, Liberty, 1485), 1 10, Abo see IL L. ug; ac, e Ju ^_ 
Study in Crime, Pauperism, Disease and Heredity (North Stratford, Ntvt 

Hampshire, Ayer, 1973). 
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interference into the healthy life of the industrial class. We should 
never forget that the system is a necessary evil, nor ever handle our 
public initiative, whether through the Poor Law or through more 
general legislation, so as to relieve the father of the support of the 
wife and children, or the grown-up child of the support of his par¬ 
ents. We should raise no expectation of help, or of employment 
invented ad hoc , which may derange the man’s organisation of life 
in view of the whole normal responsibilities which, as a father, he 
has accepted. Whether by any particular measure we are destroying 
a man’s responsibilities or helping him to face them is in each case, 
so to speak, a question for the jury. The distinction of principle is 
all that I plead for in this page. 

The same points are illustrated by the results observed from the 
action of vast voluntary agencies whose operations approach in mag¬ 
nitude those of the State. I read a couple of extracts from a trust¬ 
worthy Report from East London. This is a Report from experi¬ 
enced people, who, having been asked to help cases of the kind 
referred to, have gone into them carefully in detail. The question is 
the old one of the effect of Shelters and Refuges. 

Such shelters" confer no real or permanent benefit on those who 
use them; they are not centres of reform, and they do not restore 
their inmates to independence or self-support. They are merely 
places of temporary lodging, from which their inmates go away in 
the same condition as that in which they arrived, if not in a worse 
one, So far from lessening the number of destitute people without 
regular means or employment, they tend to increase it, because 
they make the life of the shiftless and the idle more easy, and so 
offer a new temptation to those who are too willing to live, as far 
as possible, at the expense of others, 

Beyond this, these refuges appear to us to make it easy for hus¬ 
bands and wives to evade thetr mutual responsibilities, and to neg¬ 
lect the education and proper bringing up of their children. We 
have met with instances of the husband being in one shelter, the 
wife and children in another, or of the husband altogether 
deserting his family and living away from them, apparently doing 
little for his own support, and nothing for theirs, whilst they, in 
the refuges, are supported by the charitable. In regard to the chil¬ 
dren of those who frequent these institutions, it is almost inevitable 

- Thls letter has since been published as a letter from the Whitechapel Committee 
of the C.O.S. in C.O [Charity Organisation! Review, November i 8 Q 4 - 
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that they should suffer morally and physically from the nature of 
their surroundings. There is no discrimination in regard to the 
admission of inmates, many of whom are of the most degraded 
character, and the least fitted to associate with the young or 
respectable. 

As a rule, children from the refuges do not attend school, and 
it is very difficult for the School Board, in their case, to exercise 
their legitimate authority. We know, as a fact, that parents and 
children are turned into the streets from morning till evening to 
pass the day as best they can, sitting or standing about in public 
places, and often, no doubt, employed in begging. This must be 
bad alike for mind and body. 

We believe that in this district, at any rate, the evil is on the 
increase, and is having an appreciable effect upon the population of 
the district ° I may mention as an instance of this, that the superin¬ 
tendent of one of the shelters said, that the average number of 
those who passed through it is 1500 per month. They are not 
allowed to remain more than three days at a time in the shelter, 
but may return after a short interval, which is usually spent in 
other institutions of the same kind. 

I quite understand that to many hearers this will appear an iso¬ 
lated piece of grumbling, and in no way typical of rocks ahead in 
social interference by retrogressive selection. But I venture to think 
that to those who have attended both in detail and in principle to 
the history and symptoms of the social problem, it is merely a rather 
striking example of what everyday and universal experience both of 
State and of wholesale private action has long made familiar. 

I am therefore convinced that the general distinction on which 
Mr. Kidd has lighted in his treatment of modern Socialism is sound 
in principle. If Socialism means the improvement of society by 
society, we are going on that track more or less today, as civilised 
society has always gone, and the collective organisation of certain 
branches of production is a matter open to discussion with a view 
to its consequences. But if Socialism means the total suppression 
of the personal struggle for existence, as above described, and the 
collective guarantee of support to all children, or still worse to all 
adults, without enforcing the responsibilities of parents or of sons 
and daughters, then I think that it really is in hopeless conflict with 

“ The italics are mine fB.B.]. 
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the universal postulates of the struggle for existence and natural 
selection, as justly interpreted of human society. Experience has 
amply shown that such conditions operate on man as panmixia 
operates among lower organisms. The worst varieties throughout 
the whole community are perpetuated equally with the best, and if 
we believe in inherited degeneration by disuse, then for this reason 
too social qualities must in such conditions degenerate. The best 
are indeed heavily handicapped by having to support the others, 
and the tendency is for the whole community to lose the efficiency 
of its human qualities. An aim of the kind has quite certainly been 
suggested by some Socialist writers' 1 - I mention Mr. Bellamy, and, 
so far as concerns the children, explicitly, Mr. Blatchford 11 see also 
Mr. Shaw r and Mr Wallas, 1 - but I attach less importance to the 
avowed aim than to the intellectual drifting which makes leeway 
towards a result of this kind, under the influence of precedents such 
as the Poor Law or Free Education, first theoretically misunder¬ 
stood and then practically distorted step by step. 1 have attempted 
this evening to indicate the confusion and its source. 


- And see generally the manifesto of English Socialists signed, among others by the 
Fabian Society, urging ‘the free maintenance of all necessitous children, not, it 
will be observed, suggesting any restriction to the children ne «^‘ tou f P am ! ,s ' 
nor any attempt to remove, in each case, the evil of which the children s need is 

a symptom. . - - , ^ 

' Memt England, p. 19: ‘l say there is no need for any struggle for existence , p_ + 4 , 
‘I would have all our children fed and clothed and educated at the cost of the 
State.* [London, Qarion/Walter Scott, t S94I , . 

■ Fabian Emys, Transition', p.[i*H a°o, first edition: 'One 

economic independence of woman [women], and the supplementing bmppl^ tin el 
of the head of the household by the individual as the recognised unit of the Mate 
will materially alter the status of children and the utility of the institution of the 
family.’ [Published bv Scott in London, 1899 and edited by George Bernard Shaw.] 

■ Fabmn Lays, p. 148: l If we wish to wean the childrn from the selfish isolation 

of the Enghsh family.’ The passage from Morns and Bax, f S'k 

Flint in SCaalom. p. 284, throws a painful light on the attitude of some Socialists 

10 the family. [Published in London by lbister, 1S94.] 
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Ethical Democracy: Evolution and 
Democracy 

D. G. RITCHIE 

‘Evolution’ is very generally looked upon as the central idea of 
modern scientific and philosophical thought. ‘Democracy’ is for 
many the final goal, or at least it is the inevitable path, of our politi¬ 
cal and social progress. It is reasonable to connect the two terms 
and to ask ourselves what light can be thrown by biological concep¬ 
tions upon the theoretical and practical problems of society. But we 
must guard carefully against the rhetorical and un-critical use of 
phrases which have a scientific sound, or which have served as the 
watchwords of eager struggles. Those who believe themselves 
advanced thinkers are sometimes apt to treat everything that takes 
place through evolution as if it were identical with progress, and to 
take it for granted that the democratic movements of our age must, 
simply because thev are the movements of our age, be all of them 
of a progressive kind. More cautious thinking suggests many diffi¬ 
culties; and it is sometimes even argued that biology throws no light 
whatever upon sociology, theoretical or practical. In the enthusiasm 
caused by the theories of Mr Herbert Spencer and the discoveries 
of Darwin it was often too lightly assumed that society could be 
explained by the direct application of the formulae which had 
proved so successful in the biological sphere. ‘The social organism 
seemed to be a key to unlock political and social mysteries. 1 he 
structure and the functions of society were thought to be fully intel¬ 
ligible only if approached from the biological side. Social evolution 
has been supposed to need the law of natural selection and that 
alone to make its tendencies scientifically interpretable. These 
exaggerations have naturally provoked reaction: and we now find 
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some thoughtful writers refusing to allow any \alue whatever to the 
conception of the 'social organisin’: it is only a metaphor, anti a 
very misleading metaphor. The science of sociology must be kept 
dear of biological influence.’ Now this is an exaggeration on the 
other side. Human beings, whatever else they may he, are animals, 
and, as such, are subject to biological laws; and no careful study 
of social conditions, with a view to their understanding or their 
amelioration, can afford to neglect the biological facts of heredity 
and sex and the primitive, but ever present, struggle for food and 
for the means of rearing off-spring. Though the attempts to carry¬ 
out into detail the image of the social organism have often led to 
absurdity, and though practical deductions from it of a perfectly 
contradictor\ r kind can easily be made, the metaphor has at least 
helped to free discussion of political problems from artificial 
assumptions, such as those of the social contract theory, and the 
word ‘evolution’ may at least serve to remind the impatient reformer 
of institutions that he is dealing with what cannot be suddenly- 
changed, nor in any arbitrary direction. The idea of social evolution 
goes along w ith less revolutionary methods than the older doctrines 
of social contract and natural rights. 

In the wide philosophical sense of the term, the conception of 
evolution does not perhaps give much help towards understanding 
or forecasting or judging the movements of society, except in so far 
as it may suggest some general considerations for estimating pro¬ 
gress. If evolution be the transition from incoherent homogeneity 
to definite heterogeneity, this would seem to show 1 that the more 
highly developed society must be that in which there is at once 
greater social order and greater diversity in the type of individual 
development. The formula of evolution does not indeed give us any 
standard by which we can balance ‘order’ and ‘liberty’, unity and 
diversity, against one another: and it must be remembered that the 


• ] may refer to the writings uf M. Tarde and M. Cost*, who rate very different 
views of sociology, but are agreed on ihis matter. Mr R. Mackintosh holds the 
same new in his book, 'From Comte to Benjamin fvidd - 

1 lean Gabrikd Tarde, Social Lam: An Outline of Socwbff, trtns. H C Warren 
New York, Macmillan, .8<w); Adolphe Cosre. LTxpnume itt pnfla ctjet pr<- 
rwm jatfc awnse (Paris, iqoo); and R Mackintosh from Comu loBmanun 
jCiJj. the Appeal of Ridozy nr fkolutum for Human (.mdttnce (London. Macmillan, 

i8gtj). 
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process of evolution may include degeneration as well as what we 
call progress, greater adaptation on the whole being secured by the 
sacrifice of individual completeness or independence. Still, this gen¬ 
eral conception of evolution may prevent us from accepting an ideal 
of society which underestimates the value and the need of cohesion 
and discipline - an ideal of laissez fatre such as Mr Herbert Spencer 
retains from the individualistic Radicalism of his youthful days in 
spite of ill his biological formulae. On the other hand, the signifi¬ 
cance of differentiation in development may guard us against the 
monotonous rigidity of some collect! vistk ideals, which provide no 
sufficient scope for individual initiative and no sufficient security 
against the crystallisation that means decay and death to societies, 
From the general formula of evolution - a formula such as most 
philosophers from the time of the Ionian Greeks downwards might 
accept — we are at least warned that the only safe movement of 
social change is one which shall avoid anarchy on the one side and 
over- regulation on the other. The golden mean is a vague ideal and 
standard of conduct; and yet it is a more useful principle than many 
that seem more definite by being more abstract. 

When, however, the conception of evolution is applied to politics, 
people are generally, and rightly, thinking of specially biological 
conceptions: and of these the most prominent is that of Natural 
Selection. If progress depends upon a perpetual struggle for exist¬ 
ence, there seems indeed a prima facte argument for liberty in the 
negative sense of laissez fatre ; but everything else that may be 
included in democratic ideals appears to be condemned as hopeless 
or mischievous in its consequences. Nature produces not equality 
but inequality; nay, inequality is even requisite for natural selection 
to work upon. Fraternity, again, seems clearly impossible when 
ceaseless struggle and ruthless elimination of the unfit are the very 
means of progress. The argument from biology to politics would 
appear to support, not democracy, but aristocracy, and to enforce 
the enduring necessity of war and of unchecked industrial compe¬ 
tition If democracy can be defended on the basis of scientific think¬ 
ing about society, it seems to be only in so far as democracy means 
the opening of careers to those who have the talents for them, and 
the abolition of institutions and sentiments that hamper the strugg, e 
for life and interfere with ‘that beneficent private war which leads 
to the survival of the fittest. 
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Some such inferences are, indeed, what are commonly drawn by 
literary opponents of radical and socialistic ideals. The ‘aristocratic 
preferences’ of nature and the ceaseless competition by which alone 
fitness for existence is produced and maintained, supply excellent 
rhetorical common-places, when the advocate of things as they are 
wishes to confute advanced politicians in the name of advanced 
science. There is an important element of truth in such arguments; 
but the practical inferences are very crudely and carelessly drawn 
from their supposed biological premises. We must seek to realise 
much more precisely what is the exact meaning of natural selection, 
and how faT, or with what modifications, it can be applied to the 
interpretation of social evolution. Then only are we entitled to find 
any guidance in our criticism of political aspirations or in our search 
for safe methods of reform. 

There has recently been a disposition among certain biologists to 
minimise the significance of Darwin’s great discovery of natural 
selection. It is said, for instance, that natural selection only means 
elimination of the less fit: it is a merely negative process. The 
important factor in development would thus seem to be the positive 
element - whatever that may be - which determines the variations 
upon which natural selection works. Now, it is perfectly true that 
the theory of natural selection presupposes variations. But the fact 
of a tendency to variation (in different degrees) in vegetable and 
animal organisms admits of no doubt. F.xamine the flowers that 
spring from the same root, the plants grown from seeds taken from 
the same seed-vessel, the puppies of the same litter, the children of 
the same parents, - variation will always be found, sometimes slight, 
sometimes startling in amount. This indefiniteness or instability of 
nature is the material for natural selection. How 1 to explain it is 
certainly a task for the biologist; but so also is the fact of hereditary 
likeness. That the offspring resembles the parent on the whole, and 
that the offspring differs more or less from the parent - these are 
undoubted facts, and each of them looked at by itself constitutes a 
difficult problem, when attention is directed to ir. Heredity and 
variation - i,e, identity or continuity and diversity or change - are 
presupposed as facts by the theory of natural selection, which is not 
meant to explain them but to account historically for the existence 
of species - i.e. to explain whv certain variations become the perma¬ 
nent and inherited characteristics of whole groups of organisms. 
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Those variations which prove advantageous to the organism in its 
particular environment are selected, because those organisms with 
unfavourable variations are less successful in finding nourishment 
and in leaving a numerous or vigorous offspring behind them. In 
this sense natural selection is certainly a negative process; but to 
call it ‘merely negative 1 , as if it were therefore unimportant, is just 
as if we were to call the work of the sculptor merely negative, 
because the marble block must be there and he only chips away 
what he does not want for his purpose. When variations are 
described as ‘accidental' or ‘spontaneous 1 it must of course be 
understood that these terms mean only ‘not as yet fully accounted 
for 1 . One can indeed understand how variation in the protozoa is 
caused simplv bv the action of the environment on the organism. 
Again, one can easily see how the existence of sex produces vari¬ 
ations which do not arise in asexual reproduction: and this explains 
why the appearance of sex in the world should immensely accelerate 
the process of evolution by giving natural selection a greater number 
of variations to work upon. A tendency to vary greatly within certain 
more or less definite limits is itself an inherited and inheritable 
tendenev: and such a tendency would clearly be advantageous to a 
species which had to meet diverse or fluctuating conditions, and 
this tendency to variation might therefore be itself preserved and 
increased by natural selection. Other explanations of variation may 
be requisite; but it is certainly no scientific explanation to say that 
a variation is due to some definite choice or purpose in nature. Such 
phrases are scientifically on a level with ‘occult qualities, or the 
soporific virtues’ of opium. To suppose that a Divine Artificer gives 
organisms a tendency to vary in certain definite useful directions 
and then looks on while they fight for survival with one another is 
an inconsistent mixture of mythology and natural science: it is lame 
science and it is very unphilosophical theology. I he difficulty- 
before us is not merely this and that puzzling knot requiring a Beus 
ex mathtna. The whole process of things, the existence of nature 
and man, is a problem for thought, whether man be made straight 
awav from inorganic dust or slowly evolved out of lower animal 
forms by the working of natural selection. The philosophical prob¬ 
lem arises equally out of either belief; but scientifically the two 
explanations stand on very different levels. The process of natural 


72 



Ethical Drmmracy: Evaiutinn and Democracy 


selection leads to the survival of the fittest; and so, looking back on 
the whole process, we maj say that nature ‘intends’ the fittest. But 
we must not introduce this intention or purpose here and there to 
fill up gaps in the chain of material and efficient causes, ‘Final cause’ 
or purpose ma\ be the only point of view' from w hich wc can under¬ 
stand the meaning of the whole, but the episodic introduction of 
final causes here and there is rightly repudiated by science and by 
all careful philosophy. 

Natural selection, as a theory, has the enormous advantage of 
being an indispurahle fact. Anyone who watches a piece of neglected 
garden ground, or a collection of fish and cither animals in an aquar¬ 
ium, can see the process going on. Those kinds and those individ¬ 
uals alone survive which are best fitted to survive in the particular 
environment. Thev are not necessarily the kinds and individuals we 
like best or wish to keep alive. Those that are less able to obtain the 
nourishment they need are perpetually eliminated. Natural selection 
is thus a veru causa, it is a fact, not in itself an hypothesis. The 
question that has to be solved is simply, How far does it serve as a 
sufficient explanation of the differences between species and of the 
relative stability of types? Darwin’s and Russel Wallace’s theory 
of natural selection has thus an immense logical advantage, as an 
hypothesis, over the Lamarckian theory of use-inheritance or its 
modern revivals; because the mere fact of the inheritance of 
acquired characteristics, however convenient and plausible as an 
explanation, is open to doubt, and, on ‘the principle of parsimony , 
we should not resort to a doubtful or unknown cause if a known 
cause is sufficient. The theory of natural selection is, moreover, only 
the form under which the movement of bodies in the line of least 
resistance appears in the more complex biological sphere. Why has 
a stream taken this direction rather than that? It is because in one 
direction its course is impeded by very hard rock, in another it can 
work its way through softer materials. The environment ‘selects’ 
the channel’of the stream hv hindering it from moving in other 
ways. If we like, we may call the onward rush of the water under 
the Saw of gravitation a positive cause, and the selection due to the 
environment a merely negative process. But if anyone were asked 
why the river flowed in a particular direction, and answered, 
‘Because by nature it had a tendency to go in that direction , he 
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would not be thought to throw much light on the problem; whereas 
he who points out the influence of the environment does give a 
causal explanation. 

At the other end of the scale it seems to me that the process of 
thought, the process by which the mind, having before it various 
hypotheses or possibilities, rejects those which it regards as unsuit¬ 
able and accepts that which presents fewest difficulties and gives 
most satisfaction - this process of thought is not, in any sincere 
person, a process of arbitrary choice or deliberate ‘will to believe 
or to disbelieve, but a process of natural selection in the mental 
sphere. What seems to A certain or probable may seem to B absurd; 
the theory which best fits in with the existing system of knowledge 
and belief in one mind may be unfitted to thrive in a different mind, 
and the orthodoxy of one intellectual environment may be incapable 
of growth or survival in a different spiritual soil. The process by 
which we accept and reject opinion is not merely analogous to natu¬ 
ral selection. It is that same process in a higher sphere, though we 
may prefer to call it ‘the dialectic movement of thought’ or by some 
other term which is free from biological associations. The element 
of consciousness differentiates intellectual selection from biological 
natural selection, just as life differentiates biological natural selec¬ 
tion from what takes place in the merely physical realm. But the 
obvious difference should not blind us to the underlying identity. 
Nature in the widest sense includes the mind of man as well as his 
bodily organism; it includes the facts dealt with by psychology as 
well as those dealt with by physics and biology. And I can see no 
absolute objection to applying Darwin’s term ‘natural selection’, or 
Mr H. Spencer’s term ‘survival of the fittest’, outside the purely 
biological sphere in order to express this identity of principle. Of 
course if by conscious selection be meant the deliberate choice of 
this idea rather than that, because of some extraneous authority to 
which the mind submits without real inner conviction, the process 
is then analogous to artificial selection. If I deliberately keep and 
sow vear bv year, all the seeds of red sweet peas and destroy all 
the ’pods of the purple flowers, that is not natural selection; and, 
Similarly, if I deliberately read only one kind of book, and associate 
only with one tvpe of person, I am artificially shaping the contents 
of my mind, and consequently determining what 1 shall have a 
chance of assimilating and to what I shall refuse the opportunity of 


74 



Ethical Democracy: Evolution and Democracy 


finding a place in my thoughts. But the process of mental selection 
is seldom purely artificial; the greater part of what honest persons 
call their conscious thinking goes on in them and determines their 
beliefs often in spite of their personal inclinations. Not ‘I will to 
believe’, but ‘Ich kann mcht anders’ is the utterance of the man 
who has earnestly grappled with a theoretical or a practical problem. 
He may or may not be deluded in the eyes of those who consider 
themselves competent judges, but a mind and character of a certain 
type and training can only assimilate certain ideas, and must reject 
all others, while it remains what it is. 1 * The scholar interpreting an 
ancient classic, the honest juryman deliberating on his verdict with 
the evidence before him and his own prejudices unconsciously in 
the background, or any conscientious person who has to adopt a 
line of conduct, may often be in great doubt as to what is right, but 
if he comes to a decided conviction, he does so, not because of an 
arbitrary resolution adopted beforehand, but because he feels that 
the truth must be so and not otherwise. His mind can only harbour 
certain ideas or principles, and must reject what is inconsistent with 
the system of his knowledge and beliefs as that exists at the time. 

If, then, the principle of natural selection applies even in the 
sphere of intellectual processes, there need he little doubt that it is 
applicable to the less conscious processes which make up the most 
of our social life. There may be some inconvenience in extending a 
biological term to the sociological sphere, but, as already said, it is 
important to recognise an identity of principle amid different modes 
of application. There seems a gap between the evolution of animal 
organisms and the evolution of customs and institutions and all that 
constitutes the materials of civilisation; but the transition from the 
one kind of evolution to the other is gradual. The use of tools and 
the use of vocal language make a vast gap between man and the 
lower animals: they certainly lead to the gap becoming greater and 
greater in the later stages, but in their beginnings they are only the 
extension of what the higher animals below man have already m 
faint germ The first brute ancestor of man that used a stone to 
break a hard nut made it possible for his human descendants to do 
many things for which their mere bodily frame is unfitted. lh» 


TH s tot clause recognises the psychological facts reinterpreted in theoj-dmary 
free-will doctrine. I purposely do not touch on the metaphysical aspects of the 

problem here, 
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was a variation which may have originated by ‘chance’ - i.e. without 
any deliberate adaptation of means to end, but. once there, natural 
selection could work upon it, and we have the beginning of a new 
epoch in which changes in the bodily organism might cease, in 
which the bodily organism might even deteriorate in efficiency, and 
yet in which social progress could go on with a rapidity impossible 
in the merely biological stage of natural selection. Fven on the Lam¬ 
arckian theory of use-inheritance there can be only a very slight 
increase of power to each generation through the transmission of 
acquired characteristics. Thus the experience acquired by the indi¬ 
vidual perishes with him, either altogether or almost entirely, unless 
he is able to store up the results of such experience in a form inde¬ 
pendent of his own life and even of the life of his descendants. 

Tools - and from the crudest type of implement the most elabor¬ 
ate kinds of machinery and the most complicated and enduring 
structures differ only in degree of development - tools and lan¬ 
guage, when language rises beyond the emotional stage and becomes 
capable of describing and so of preserving the traditions of past 
experience, can be handed on not merely to offspring, but to others 
of different race, if only they have reached a sufficient stage to use 
such alien inventions. Here at once we have an important difference 
between biological and social evolution, and yet the principle of 
natural selection is operating in both of them. Tools, language, 
institutions, ideas, are varied from time to time by accident, by 
attempts at imitation which turn out to be inexact copies, by the 
combination of several different models. Variations which suit this 
or that set of circumstances are selected and transmitted by social 
inheritance. Others die out or survive only if harmless or not very 
hurtful. But this process of selection and transmission can go on 
to a great extent independently of the survival of races. It is the 
characteristic advantage, and at the same time the characteristic 
danger, of all the appliances which make up civilisation that they 
can be transmitted and inherited independently of biological her¬ 
edity. A race may be decaying in vigour while nevertheless continu¬ 
ing for a long time to have an advantage in the competition with 
other races; but, on the other hand, the vigorous, less-cmhsed race 
may make an immense step forwards by adopting an equipment 
which others have perfected and, when the advantage in respect of 
equipment is nearly equalised, the more physically vigorous may 
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easily overthrow an exhausted, though long-civiiised, stock. Civilis¬ 
ation - or, to take a wider term, inheritable equipment (equipment, 

I mean, in respect of stored-up experience, science, mechanical 
appliances, institutions, etc.) - produces a relative cessation of natu¬ 
ral selection in its biological sense. There is never any cessation of 
natural selection in that wider sense in which it includes the compe¬ 
tition between languages, institutions, customs, and all the other 
kinds of social equipment. But, though biological natural selection 
may be relatively and temporarily in abeyance, it is working to some 
extent all the time. The race may not be to the swift nor the battle 
to the strong so far as individuals, so far even as existing social 
groups, are concerned' the less swift may travel by steam, and the 
less strong miv be armed with machine-guns, may be better disci¬ 
plined, or more skilfully led. But after several generations the cess¬ 
ation of biological natural selection must tell against the energy and 
capacity of a people, though they inherit the equipment of more 
vigorous ancestors. Wherever natural selection is in abeyance there 
will be racial degeneration, owing to the survival in relatively- 
increasing numbers of the physically less fit, unless the natural 
process of weeding-out can be replaced by judicious artificial selec¬ 
tion. This seems to me the briefest statement that can be given of 
the main problem that confronts all w r ho value harmony, peace, 
culture, and who dread the cruelty of nature’s mode of selection 
when it takes place among conscious and thinking human beings, 
whose souls suffer from the struggle that keeps in health and vigour 
the wild beasts who are not plagued by a reflective conscience or 
too keen a sense of pity. Wherever there are institutions and tra¬ 
ditions, there artificial selection of a kind is going on - e.g. if certain 
customs about marriage have grown up which interfere with the 
primitive struggle for mates,' L or if prudence or ascetic religion lead 

1 Sexual selection, in Darwin’s sense, means a certain interference with strict natural 
selection, and is an aesthetic luxury in which animals can only indulge where 
natural selection is nor very severe. Thus very gorgeous colouring, like that of the 
male biro of Paradise, would be a disadvantage and a danger, except in a locality 
where the birds had not many enemies, till Europeans came to obtain adornments 
for their own unfeathcred females. 2 


See Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species By Means of Natural Selection Or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races m the Struggle for Life (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 
, (jl S-), jjf> jg, and Descent of Man. and Selection tn Relation to Sex, and edn. 

(London, Murray, 1888). 
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to the continuance of the species being left mainly to the most 
reckless. No human race, however rudimentary its language, how¬ 
ever rude its institutions, however meagre the range of its ideas, is 
subject to mere biological natural selection. To get the advantage 
which natural selection gives to plants and animals in the wild state 
we should have to cease to be human. Our only resource is, there¬ 
fore, to make our institutions and ideas as useful and as reasonable 
as possible in order to prevent the inevitable artificial selection of 
civilisation being injurious to the race. 

While, then, biological natural selection must apply to human 
beings as to all other animals, its effects are complicated and in 
many ways counteracted by the artificial selection which is due to 
man’s external equipment (I borrow this Aristotelian phrase to 
express the equipment which is not part of his bodily structure). 
These external equipments are themselves subject to a natural selec¬ 
tion, identical in principle with biological natural selection, but pro¬ 
ducing very different results. Moreover, among human beings we 
have a very great extension of a type of struggle and selection of 
which the beginnings are to be found among the gregarious animals. 
There is a struggle between one social group and another, and this 
struggle between groups at once mitigates and complicates the 
struggle between individual and individual within each group. But, 
whereas an animal who belongs to a social group belongs only to 
one group (herd, hive, flock, etc.), human beings, as they rise in the 
scale of civilisation, belong each to a greater variety of social groups. 
This seems curiously forgotten by many who have made much use 
of the conception of the social organism. The social organism is 
often taken as if it could only be identical with the nation. Again, 
by others it is made to mean human beings as grouped by their 
economic wants - the political structure being strangely regarded 
as something extraneous and inorganic. Sometimes the social organ¬ 
ism is spoken of as if it included the whole of mankind. Now, one 
thing that makes a social organism so very different from an animal 
organism is just this, that every human being, except those belong¬ 
ing to the most primitive types of society, which are nearest to the 
mere animal herd, belongs to many social organisms. Family, 
nation, parish, church, profession, trade-union, dub, political party, 
social set - all these are social organisms, more or less definite in 
structure, more or less centralised; and many of them overlap. A 
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man’s kindred may belong to several different nationalities; his 
religion may make him the member of an international society or 
may cut him off f rom the ties of kindred. Each of these social organ ■ 
isms has its own life and is subject to natural selection. Many of 
them conflict with one another, compete for members, and flourish 
only bv the decay of the others. The individual’s allegiance is often 
divided, and he has to face painful conflicts of duties because of the 
non-coincidence of the organisms to which he belongs. 

It is thus sufficiently obvious that the interpretation of social 
phenomena in the light of the theory of natural selection is no easy 
matter. In fact, it might almost seem as if whilst natural selection 
must apply in social evolution, it were impossible for any finite 
intelligence to say how in any given case it will apply. The light 
which evolutionary conceptions seemed to promise turns out to be 
a bewildering series of cross-lights and interlacing shadows. In any 
case the greatest caution must be exercised, and we must guard 
against the uncritical use of biological analogies. The phrase strug¬ 
gle for existence’ leads many people to think of war as its typical 
exemplification in human society. Struggle suggests fighting; and, 
on that ground, indeed, the Darwinian idea has sometimes been 
resented as unjust to nature, which, it is urged, is not all red in 
tooth and claw’, not a mere ‘squabble around the platter’, hut con¬ 
tains elements as well of peace and hue and mutual help. But, 
though the phrase ‘struggle for existence’ suggests a battle, the 
phrase, as used technically by Darwin, is taken by him in a large 
and metaphorical sense, 'including dependence of one being on 
another, and including (what is more important) not only the life 
of the individual, but success in leaving progeny ’. 11 On the theory 
of natural selection, the helplessness of infancy is a main factor in 
producing stable institutions and moral ideas. But war, also, in spite 
of much prevalent rhetorical metaphor, is something very different 
from the act of the lion or the vulture seizing its prey. It is some¬ 
thing more than the hunting of a pack of wolves; for an army, at 
least any army that is likely to be formidable or successful against 
another army, involves not mere instinctive common action of pre¬ 
daceous individuals, hut a highly-developed system of conscious 
co-operation. Thus war comes to be an important factor in the 

J ‘Origin of Species’, 6th edn p 50. [Penguin trillion, P . 116 I 
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making of nations, in the production of united social organisms, 
within which the animal struggle for existence is therefore miti¬ 
gated. If we look among human beings for the strict continuance of 
the biological struggle, we find it rather in industrial and commer¬ 
cial competition. Shopkeepers in the same line of business, law yers, 
doctors, schoolmasters, clerks, labourers who are 'free’ - i.e. who 
are neither slaves nor members of trade-unions — are struggling for 
existence in the Darwinian sense, though the poor-law, ‘charity’, 
family ties, and the inheritance of property may introduce artificial 
interference with natural selection. Even between nations the Dar¬ 


winian struggle is illustrated more completely in the continuous 
competition for markets, than in an occasional war, which is usually 
only a symptom of a wider and more persistent rivalry. A war 
between civilised powers is the primitive form of a lawsuit; it is a 
lawsuit between parties who do not acknowledge a common sover¬ 
eign. War between a civilised power and barbarians or savages may 
be often simply a matter of police: and the conquest of barbarians 
by a civilised power will result in the cessation of war among the 
barbarians, the diminution of famines and pestilences, the rapid 
increase of population, and, consequently, in the long run, the 
intensification of the ‘peaceful’ animal struggle for existence. 

So complicated, then, is the operation of natural selection in 
human society, so varied and entangled are the organisms affected 
by it, that we might despair of finding any help from the idea of 
evolution. The chief lesson would seem to be extreme caution in 
accepting any biological metaphors or phrases as arguments and a 
sense of the necessity of going behind the more obvious applications 
of them. In one respect, however, the conceptions of organism and 
natural selection are of immense service to our ethical and political 
thinking. They put the utilitarian theory upon a scientific basis, 
thev free it from the objections which mumiomsts could so easily 
make to it, and they rescue ethics and politics from the arbitrary 
and subjective standards of intuitionism. I do not think that the 
theory of natural selection can give a complete explanation nl the 
meaning of right and wrong; it can only attempt to explain the 
matter or content of our ethical judgments. The ultimate question 
of the relation of the ideal to the actual, of ‘ought to is of the 
sense in which man is more than a mere part of nature this u 
mate question (whether soluble or not) belongs to the metaphysic 
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of ethics. But for the practical discussion of what is better or worse 
in social conduct and institutions we pain greatly by having the 
questions removed from the region of prejudice, superstition, and 
sentiment. In all democratic communities (unless they are ancient 
and extremely conservative democracies like some of the small 
Swiss cantons), rhetoric has an importance which it could not poss¬ 
ibly obtain in very oligarchical states. The orators and ‘sophists’ of 
ancient Athens, the popular leaders and journalists of England, 
France and America, help to mould the opinions of today and the 
action of tomorrow; and democracies are therefore peculiarly apt to 
suffer from unreasoning sentiment and from bad metaphysics. 
Appeals to traditional prejudice, appeals to the Law of Nature and 
natural rights, may contain in them much that is noble and inspir¬ 
ing, but they require to be criticised L in a calm hour'. And we must 
find some standard that does not depend entirely on an individual 
conscience which regards its oracular utterances as infallible. ‘The 
Greatest Happiness of the Greatest Number’ was supposed to be 
such a standard - scientific because it introduced a quantitative 
principle, and democratic because it consulted the interests of the 
majority. The appearance of precision in this standard, however 
vanishes after examination. I he calculus of pleasures gives rise to 
endless difficulties when any attempt is made to work it out. How 
is intensity to be measured against duration? How are one person s 
pleasures to be compared with another’s? How is the inferior or 
more transitory pleasure of the many to be balanced against the 
intenser or more lasting pleasures of a few r ? The real historical sig¬ 
nificance of the Benthamist formula is to be found, not in its 
attempt to introduce quantitative precision in a region that does not 
admit of it - that fatal fascination of misplaced mathematics - but 
in the democratic appeal to the interests of the majority. Historically 
and practically the utilitarian principle meant that the good of the 
whole community was to be the standard by which political insti¬ 
tutions were to be judged, and not any merely traditional maxims 
nor any arbitrary theories of a Law of Nature which everyone might 
interpret in his'own way. The difficulties of the utilitarian theory 
arise from its individualistic basis, from its assumption that a society 
is only an aggregate of individuals - a survival from that very doc¬ 
trine of natural rights which the theory was intended to overthrow. 
The practical value of the theory remains if we interpret the 


Si 




Evolution and society 


common good as the well-being of the social organism of which the 
individual is a member. 


The theory of natural selection fits in with utilitarianism as thus 
modified; for, according to that theory, the customs and ideas of 
the more successful society must he such as are advantageous to it - 
i.e. such as rend to its stability and endurance. Natural selection 
makes the fittest society or race survive, but the process is slow and 
costly in suffering to individuals If in any case we can forecast what 
customs and institutions will promote social well-being, we may by 
adopting them obtain such stability and endurance without the same 
sacrifice of individual life and happiness. An intelligent and far¬ 
sighted utilitarian policy is a system of rational artificial'selection. 
The standard of social well-being is not free from difficulties of its 


own; but every ethical principle formulated in general terms may- 
give rise to some casuistical problems. Mow are we to balance the 
mere continuance of a society against the advantages of a less stable 
system which may open the way to greater progress and be the 
transition to a better type of society. 1 ' Or, again (it is really the same 
problem in other words), which organism is to be preferred, when 
there is a conflict between the interests of two or more? These are 
difficulties, but they are far less than those arising out of the old 
utilitarian formula. It is only in quite exceptional cases that the 
individual needs to consider the extinction of his nation's indepen¬ 
dence or the abolition of the privileges of his social caste and the 
merging of it in some possibly higher organism: and it is well that, 
in moments of reflection, he should consider whether esprit de corps 
mav not lead him to ascribe an excessive value to some society that 
mav have served its purpose in the past and may be standing 
between him and a higher type of patriotism. He must make very 
sure, however, that his judgment is based on the principle of the 
well-being of some social organism, actual ut possible, and not upon 
irresponsible individual sentiment. In the moment of action most 
persons are not likely to ponder such questions, and it would gener¬ 
ally be unwise to do so. Casuistry cannot be altogether escaped, but 
jt will be of a less dangerous kind, if it only turns on such rare 
conflicts of allegiance than if it be requited and promoted by the 
assumption of an infallible and absolute Law of Nature or by the 
theon that a sum or quantity of pleasures has to be sought alter 
and portioned out to individuals. On the principles of evolutionary 
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ethics, the discovery of the likings of a majority, the counting of 
heads, is not an essential part of the moral standard, but at most a 
convenient escape from dangerous disputes. The habit of yielding 
to a majority, till we can alter that majority by persuasion, is a 
security for stability and peace, and does not concede that majorities 
are always, or generally, in the right. Evolutionary ethics certainly 
do not entitle us to say that democracy is the best form of govern 
ment, but thev lift the controversy out of the region of prejudice 
and sentiment and compel us to ask what institutions in any given 
case best further social cohesion and harmony without hindering 
the possibility of reform, if change should become necessary. 

Democracy, it has been said, is only a form of government, in 
the strict and original sense of the term that is certainly true: and 
it is important to be reminded that democratic institutions are not 
an end in themselves for the attainment of which everything else 
ought to be sacrificed. They are merely a means, a piece of machin¬ 
ery. a contrivance by which their advocates suppose that certain 
good results may be obtained and certain bad results avoided. In 
many respects democratic institutions may be accepted not as good 
in themselves, but as less mischievous or dangerous than anything 
that could in the circumstances he got instead of them. Democracy 
was defined bv a great man on a memorable occasion as government 
of the people by the people for the people', Abraham Lincoln knew 
well the advantage to his country, in a crisis, of great political power 
being left in the hands of one strong man: and I do not suppose 
that, with his remarkable freedom from abstract prejudices, he 
valued popular government save as usually the best means tor secur¬ 
ing the common welfare among a fairly intelligent people of strongly 
conservative instincts. ‘For the people’ is the end of government, 
the professed end of all governments, if we take ‘the people to 
mean the whole community; and this end may be missed through 
the stupidity nr indifference or short-sighted passion of a majority 
under democratic institutions as well as by the prejudices or 
selfishness of a despot or a ruling caste. 

Democracy as the name of a form of government includes many 
different types: and all generalisations about it are therefore risky 
as are also all inferences drawn from the character and history of 
the democracies of the past to those of the present, or from what 
happens in one country to what is likely to happen in another. 
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Democracy, in any careful use of the term, could certainly not be a 
primitive type of government, as the practice and the idea of rule, 
of superiority and inferiority, which government involves, could not 
begin with an equality between the members of a society. Equality 
is not suggested by the habits of gregarious lower animals, nor by 
what we can learn of the most primitive types of society among 
mankind. The State is an outgrowth from the clan or from the 
family - though we must give 'family’ a much wider and vaguer 
meaning than that of the patriarchal family of Semitic tradition or 
of Hindoo and early Roman law. The primitive chief is the head of 
his clan, leader in battle, judge in disputes, and usually priest as 
well. The tribe may have a more definite or a less definite organis¬ 
ation, according to circumstances; but it is a mistake to suppose 
that very backward races, who manage to live on with very little 
organisation because they are few and scattered, or hecause they 
inhabit mountains or forests or marshes or deserts or remote islands 
which secure them against most attacks from without, are a type of 
a happy society which nearly approaches an ideal anarchy, and to 
which government-tormented mankind may some day return. The 
necessities of defence or of expansion to meet the needs of a growing 
population make the real beginning of the State in its distinctive 
sense as something more than the family, the horde or the clan. 
And the first great type of State is either monarchical or an aristoc¬ 
racy which is in reality a league of small monarchies. Herodotus 
assures his somewhat incredulous readers that one of the Persian 
nobles who overthrew the Magi an usurper really argued in favour 
of democracy as the best government for the Persians; but, in spite 
of his assurance, we are more likely to believe that, in this interest¬ 
ing passage about the respectiv e merits of democracy, aristocracy 
and monarchy, we have simply the earliest piece of Greek political 
philosophy.' The Oriental may recognise the miseries of being 
under an absolute king; but for him the alternative to monarchy is 
the rule of a pnestlv caste or of a band of nobles, each being sover¬ 
eign in his own district. Vet in such undemocratic institutions wc 
may see the germs out of which the idea of democracy develops. 
The equality of noble with noble - the idea of a 'peerage - is an 
idea which, beginning in the ruling caste, may filter downwards. All 

' Herodotus iii. 80-H2 [The Hiswtn. Harm raids worth, Penguin, 1472 J 
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the world over, people imitate and adopt the fashions and the 
notions of those whom they look upon as their social superiors: like 
sheep, they follow the leader. In this way it may be truly said that 
an aristocracy of equals is the parent of the idea of democracy. But 
the actual realisation of democracy has generally been due to the 
work of absolute monarchy crushing before it the privileges and 
pretensions of noble and priest and reducing its subjects to a 
common level. It was so in ancient Greece, where the tyrants 
destroyed the old aristocracies; and it was so in modern Europe, 
where the absolutism and centralised power of kings weakened the 
feudal aristocracies, so that they ceased to stand as a breakwater 
between the extreme types of monarchy and democracy. 

The idea of democracy, like the name, comes to us from the 
Greeks; but Greek democracies were everywhere, according to 
modern terminology, slave-holding 'aristocracies’, and it was indeed 
only the institution of slavery which made direct democracy possible 
as a form of government in ancient city states. The labour of slaves 
secured for the mass of free citizens such leisure for war and politics 
and such, sentiment of being a ruling class as was elsewhere only 
known to a caste of nobles. The idea of equal right to share in 
government could, so far as we can see, only originate by contrast 
with some class of persons regarded as inferior. We never perceive 
anything distinctly except by contrast. The mere fact of not being 
a slave, the mere fact of being civilised among barbarians, the mere 
fact of being a white man among black or brown or red men, gives 
a feeling of superiority (often, in large part, illusory) which makes 
every member of this superior caste more ready to acknowledge 
every other member of it as, in some sense, a peer. 

We have taken the term ‘democracy’ from the Greeks, and 
adapted it to mean a form of government in which political power 
belongs to a majority of all the permanent inhabitants, at least of all 
the adult males, So far, democracy is more extreme in character in 
the modern than in the ancient sense. In other respects we have 
made it less extreme; for we are content to call a constitution demo¬ 
cratic if it gives the suffrage to every full citizen, although only a few 
may ever have any practical opportunity of exercising deliberative or 
executive functions, even in local matters. Representative govern¬ 
ment is the greatest political invention (if we may use such a term) 
which the world has yet known; it is the most valuable ‘variation’, 
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and has brought about a species of constitution which did not exist 
in antiquity. It has removed a great parr of the danger and instability 
of democracy, and it alone has made it possible for vast nations to 
enjoy internal peace without submitting to that absolutism of one 
man, which, however beneficial at times and for a time, is certain 
to produce torpor and decay. The citizen of a modern nation does 
not, indeed, lead so exciting a political existence as he would have 
done had he belonged to ancient Athens, where every citizen, one 
might say, was a member of parliament and had his chance of being 
in the ministry. The daily paper, the public meeting, and a rare 
visit to the polling-booth, are dull substitutes. Modern patriotism 
is not so immediately stimulated by sight and sound: it needs more 
reflection and more imagination, if it is to be kept alert and active. 
The Swiss ‘Referendum’ and ‘Initiative' are sometimes advocated 
on the ground that they bring back direct democracy in the only 
maimer in which this can be adapted to large political communities. 
Now, personally, I think the ‘Referendum’ (not the ‘Initiative’, to 
which there are many special objections) may, under certain con¬ 
ditions, be a useful supplement to (not a substitute for) parliamen¬ 
tary legislation; though we must not expect that an institution which 
has grown up under the special conditions and traditions of Switzer¬ 
land would prove equally well adapted to other soils and climates. 
But 1 certainly think that no argument for it whatever is to be found 
in the fact that it means ‘pure and direct democracy . If history can 
teach us anything - and it is from the details of history, and not 
from the wide formulae of biological sociology that we can safely 
[earn - it teaches that ‘pure’ democracy may be very corrupt, and 
that it is an unstable form of government unless under the simple 
conditions of some small thinly-populated country, with a stationary 
population, not altered by immigration, and therefore tenacious of 
old habits. At its very best, pure and direct democracy is open 
to the objection that in many matters it is likely to be excessively 
conservative and adverse to progress. At its worst, there seems 
hardly a limit to the folly, corruption, and tyranny to which it may 
m-y£ nsc. 

All government must be government by the few over the many. 
The only question is, how are the most suitable few to be found' The 
' This argument is used c.g. b Me M’Oacte in his ‘Rise of the Swiss Republic, 
p. 353 
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ideal government must always be ‘aristocracy’, in the literal sense of 
the term — i.e. government by the best - ‘the best’ meaning not the 
best scientific investigators, nor the best artists and poets, nor the best 
generals, nor the best and most pious divines, nor the most eloquent 
orators, nor (though they may think it) the best and most successful 
journalists, but the best for the special w ork of making and adminis¬ 
tering laws. This ideal of aristocracy, however, gives no necessary 
sanction to the privileged rule of an hereditary caste. An hereditary 
caste decays and degenerates, under the artificial conditions of civilis¬ 
ation, if not constantly recruited from without: that is the lesson both 
of biology and of history- And the methods by which hereditary castes 
have generally been recruited, through new ‘creations’ or marriages 
outside the caste, have not been regulated by the scientific care or skill 
of the gardener or the breeder of animals. A class of persons with a 
traditional interest in the business of government is, however, a very 
great advantage to a country; but the influence of such a class is great¬ 
est and is least apt to provoke suspicion or dislike when its members 
depend, in some degree at least, upon popular election for their tenure 
of political power. A small number of persons elected by the many, 
and in their turn directly or indirectly determining the very few to 
whom administrative functions are to he delegated - this is not per¬ 
haps an ideal state, nor is it the most strictly democratic form of realis¬ 
ing the sovereignty of the people; but this representative democracy, 
which may include in it monarchical and aristocratic elements, is the 
best average constitution for civilised human beings, if they have got 
accustomed to its working and are sufficiently united by a general 
patriotic sentiment to have among them only constitutional parties 
and not anti-constitutional factions. Representative democracy is 
undoubtedly not suited to the lower races ol mankind at present, and 
some of them may never be fit for it at all; for though all mankind are 
social animals, they are not all in the fullest sense ‘political animals . 
pven where experience of self-government might seem to make it a 
perfectly safe form, we sometimes see a tendency in the ‘government 
of the people bv the people for the people’ to degenerate into a 
government of the people by the ‘boss' for the speculator. When, 
however, the corruptions and the scandals of a democracy are 
branded, it must always be remembered that under popular govern¬ 
ment with keen rivalries and unmuzzled journalists competing in 
sensational noise, much more will be heard about corruptions and 
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scandals than under other more apparently decorous forms of govern¬ 
ment, and sometimes a little more than the bare truth. 

‘The great tide of democracy is rolling on, and no hand can stay 
its majestic course. 1 This sort of thing has been said by many people 
besides the rhetorician whose words I quote. Democracy is 
regarded, by many who dread it, as well as by its enthusiasts, as 
‘inevitable’. The inference, if based upon historical reflection, is 
based only upon the history of the last hundred years. What does 
seem true is that the elements for a revival of anything like feudal 
aristocracy or feudal monarchy have disappeared; and thus natural 
selection mav seem to have decided for democracy by the extinction 
of these rival types. But the experience of the past and certain tend¬ 
encies observable in the present make it quite possible that there 
may be a considerable future for monarchy based upon democracy - 
monarchy of a more or less constitutional type. The mass of man¬ 
kind crave visible symbols of authority, and they are more given to 
worship a hero, or what they take for one, than the members of a 
privileged governing class (for the most enduring republics have 
been aristocracies) : and the failures of democratic institutions to 
satisfy the cravings of distress and discontent, may in many cases 
lead to the old story of ‘the people’s friend’ becoming the despot. 
‘Pure democracy’ especially may mean only the right of the most 
easily deceived to elect a tyrant or to sanction a usurper. Impatience 
under the slowness of reform in constitutionally governed countries 
is always a source of danger to free institutions. The benevolent 
despot may do more for the people, and may do it more rapidly 
and in a more enlightened way, than the people can for themselves; 
but there is always the risk that his successor may not be as benevol¬ 
ent, or that he may be a weak man holding the sceptre of the 
strong - and that is about the worst thing that can happen. The 
slowness of constitutional government is safer in the long run than 
the quick changes wrought by a tyrant, one or many. We o not 
expect to find our ideal state in a philosopher-king in any liters 
sense. The permanent truth in Plato’s dream is this, that good 
government can only be found when the laws and administration 
are based upon sound knowledge. No business can prosper, and 
certainlv not the business of government, unless the expert is 
trusted" and scientific knowledge is allowed to direct practica 
policy The mass of mankind feel wants and cravings, but have very 
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vague or crude notions of how these are to be satisfied. That a 
people with some education and some traditional habits of self- 
government in local matters should have a voice in determining who 
are to be their legislators and administrators is reasonable, and is 
often necessary as a check upon tyranny and selfishness. But that 
the mass of the people should dictate the details of policy or admin¬ 
istration is unreasonable; and the attempt to make the people self- 
governing in this sense can only injure a nation’s prosperity in the 
long run, and therefore on the principles of evolutionary ethics must 
be wrong. 

Every one at ail acquainted with history or comparative politics 
will admit the enormous gain to Great Britain in its permanent 
non-party civil service. The parliamentary head of the department 
brings the changing currents of public opinion through safe and 
regulated channels to freshen administration and to prevent the 
stagnation of a bureaucracy; so that the country has the advantage 
of the experienced official without being completely at his mercy. 
It has beer pointed out that the experience of tnde-unions has led 
them away from the abstract principle that one man is as good as 
another (the principle on which extreme Greek democracies elected 
officials by lot) to the practical conclusion that business can only be 
managed well by a special class of professional experts.* It may be 
found impracticable to introduce the expert directly into the work 
of legislation - the electorate being apt to suspect the self-interest 
of a professional class, and a professional class having often a narrow 
outlook beyond their own subject. The lawyer and the engineer 
have the advantage of dealing with highly technical matters, and 
are more easily left alone by popular agitation. The physician, the 
educationalist, the economist, are more exposed to the risk of having 
their advice disregarded because of some widespread sentiment, 
prejudice, or superstition. The only remedy under democracy for 
distrust in the expert is the diffusion of scientific knowledge. The 
more soundly educated a man is, the more likely is he to be aware 
of his own ignorance outside his special studies, and the more ready 
to accept the authority of the special students m other departments. 
The most difficult class of persons to deal with are those who are 


- Cf Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Industrial Democracy jj.ondon, I.rmgma™ 
Green, iSt)7] ii. PP ^43- ®44 
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just sufficiently roused from the apathy of complete ignorance to 
be keenly critical and suspicious of authority: and this class of 
the slightly educated (it would be exaggeration to call them 
‘half-educated’) possesses great influence in democracy. But there 
is no reason for the despair which arises from the disappointed 
hopes of the enthusiasts for democracy or from the regrets of those 
who look back on the aristocracies and old regimes of the past, when 
distance has softened their outlines. Any education, however 
elementary and imperfect, any interest in religion, or in anything 
beyond the mere animal struggle to live, any capacity for grasping 
the common weal as an end to be looked to, is a soil in which ideas 
may be sown and in which they may grow up. The thinker, the 
‘philosopher’ in Plato’s sense, who feels the mission to serve his 
nation, but who finds that the multitude will only listen to leaders 
who use the phrases that are familiar to it, need not wait for the 
unlikely chance of an absolute king who will call him to office: he 
may even now ‘descend into the cave’, and by educational work or 
popular writing help the growth of a sounder and healthier public 
opinion. I do not mean that every chemist should leave his labora¬ 
tory, and every scholar neglect his historical researches, in order to 
give magic-lantern lectures in village school-rooms. It is not every 
one who has the gift of missionary work, and the ‘call’ to it. What 
I mean is that the original researcher should never under-value the 
social utility of the popularises It is a very bad thing in any country 
if there is a complete gap between an educated few, wrapped up 
entirely in their own self-culture, and a multitude, many of whom 
are eager for light, but who are left to the heated harangues of the 
narrow enthusiast, or to the speeches of the party politician, who 
needs to be a very strong man indeed, in order to be a teacher and 
not a flatterer. 

Admitting that there is an inevitable tendency towards democ¬ 
racy, we must avoid the fatalism which sometimes results from the 
first crude application of scientific conceptions to human society. 
The spectacle of the onward rush of forces that seem independent 
of the individual is apt to paralyse initiative, and to make us forget 
that variations due to conscious thought and deliberate purpose are 
among the materials for sociological natural selection. In human, as 
distinct from animal, evolution, ideas and ideals become factors in 
the process. Free discussion is the struggle for existence on the 
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intellectual plane. Ideas can, however, only influence conduct and 
mould institutions, when they gather round them feelings and 
impulses. ‘Intellect alone moves nothing’, said Aristotle: an idea by 
itself is never an efficient cause. Ideas must be gradually worked 
into people’s minds, and must grow a part of the peimanent self 
in order to become significant factors in the habitual standards of 
judgement and the habitual motives of conduct. Education is this 
process of working ideas into the mind. ‘We must educate our mas¬ 
ters’, was said somewhat cynically perhaps; but it remains the truest 
precept for those who are apt to turn away in disgust from the 
politics of a democratic state. There is an ethical danger in the 
merely materialistic view of history which ignores the distinction 
between the blind processes of mere nature and the partly conscious 
process of human evolution. There is a danger also in the false 
idealism which either shrinks from contact with the rude and 
unpleasant facts of life or does not recognise the material conditions 
under which the realisation of ideals is made possible but by which 
it is at the same time restricted. 

‘Democracy means properly a form of government.’ It is well to 
be reminded of this, to be reminded that parliaments, and county- 
councils, and parish-councils, and the right to vote, are only 
machinery, means to an end, not things to be prized or feared on 
their own account. But it is not quite true that democracy is only a 
form of government. There is a democratic spirit that may prevail 
where the form of government contains many undemocratic 
elements, and may be absent where the machinery is professedly 
democratic. This democratic spirit may be supposed to be expressed 
in the three famous, but ambiguous, words, ‘Liberty, Equality, Fra¬ 
ternity.’ Liberty has, indeed, been too often taken in the merely 
negative sense of absence of State-action - a principle which, if 
worked out consistently, would mean anarchy, and a return to 
savage life, but which, when applied to a modern society established 
on the basis of existing economic and legal institutions, and under 
democratic government, means the unfettered industrial and com¬ 
mercial struggle for existence, leading to the social and political 
preponderance of wealth. Democracy in this sense means plutoc¬ 
racy. Liberty, however, admits of a positive ethical meaning - the 
fullest possible development of the individual’s physical, intellec¬ 
tual, and moral potentialities. In this sense the slave is not free, 
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but neither is the ‘free' labourer, if he has no training for healthy 
self-culture and insufficient opportunities even for quiet home life. 
In this sense of liberty, the state has very extensive functions, and 
extremely democratic constitutions do not necessarily fulfil these 
functions better than less democratic constitutions, if the latter are 
permeated by this ideal of freedom. 

Equality, again, may be used for claims of exact equality in every 
respect, claims which are incompatible with social stability and pro¬ 
gress; but equality may simply mean that the ethical ideal, just now 
expressed by liberty or freedom, should be open to every one - not 
that every one is, as a matter of fact, fit to attain to it. As already 
pointed out, this ideal of equality arose among the members of a 
privileged class. This is a necessity in the case of such ideals. The 
isolated prophet must arise, marked out from his fellows, before 
anyone can wish that all the Lord's people should be prophets, there 
must be separate kings and priests before there can be a vision of 
redeemed humanity as kings and priests unto God; there must be 
the few who are noblemen or gentlemen, in order to suggest the 
desire for the education of a gentleman open to all who prove them¬ 
selves fit for it, or the poet’s dream of the nobility of all mankind. 

Of these democratic ideals the greatest is Fraternity. The narrow 
exclusiveness of families or clans, for whom the stranger was the 
enemv, produced in time the ideal of a brotherhood of mankind - 
an ideal that may indeed be used in anarchical fashion to break up 
the ethical bonds of smaller social groups which alone can discipline 
human beings for the membership of wider circles. But the ideal of 
fraternity may also serve to correct a great deal of the bad metaphys¬ 
ics and unpractical politics due to abstract or rhetorical applications 
of the ideals of liberty and equality; ‘fraternity’, ‘brotherhood’, may 
serve to recall the needs of mankind as a family. In the family it 
would be cruelty to give the children equal rights and responsibilit¬ 
ies with their elders, or to leave them to their own devices; and the 
family ideal of the state may save us from the cruelty that results 
from non-interference with the more helpless of our own people or 
the non-intervention which would leave the lower races to the 
native despot, the slave-raider, or the European adventurer, 
unchecked bv the control of civilised government. These lower 
races are our'younger brothers, they are like children, as their best 
friends tel) us, and they require paternal government in spite of ail 

democratic theories. 
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We cannot predict the political map of future centuries. Many 
unexpected things are sure to happen. But, so far as can at present 
be foreseen by us, there is (as Kant saw a hundred years ago) no 
hope for durable peace, except through a federation of the civilised 
nations of the world, each nation being itself a ‘republic’ - i.e. con¬ 
stitutionally governed. The alternative of a universal Empire would, 
as in the case of the Roman Empire, mean degeneration, and dis¬ 
armed civilisation might again fall before militant barbarians. But 
outside our league or federation of civilised peoples, with more or 
less democratic constitutions, there will probably always be large 
regions of the world occupied chiefly by races unfit for full self- 
government; and these must for their own sakes be governed in 
some more or less imperial and despotic fashion. To leave the lower 
races to themselves is impossible, now at all events when our earth 
has been nearly all explored. Ihe growth of population in temperate 
climates is alone sufficient to produce a demand for the food sup¬ 
plies of the tropics, In tropical climates labour must be done by the 
coloured man, but it has to be supervised and directed by the white 
man. A tropical country left to independence is a white tyranny 
or a black anarchy. Some control from constitutionally governed 
countries, some system like that of our Crown Colonies, is the best 
solution yet reached. 1 ’ Under good paternal government the main 
difficulty, indeed, is the rapid increase of protected lower races. 

Will democracies prove themselves capable of taking up ’the 
white man’s burden’ in the highest sense? This is one of the serious 
questions that confront us. It will not be settled by appeals to senti¬ 
ment or the rights of man. The ideas of evolutionary ethics help us 
only in so far as they tend to ‘clear our minds of cant’, and lead us 
to abandon some of the traditional phrases of the democratic creed, 
to accept the lessons of experience, and to face the problems of 
human society without exaggerated expectations, but without 
selfishness and without despair. 


It is satisfactory to find that thoughtful citizens of the United States, ot America, 
under the new responsibilities which the occupation of the Philippines are forcing 
on them, have come, in spice of traditional dogmas about natural rights, to recog¬ 
nise that some such treatment of barbarous races is alone wise and ]U5t. See he 
discussion on the government of dependencies in The Foreign Pohcj of the 
United States: Addresses and Discussions at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science', April 7-8, 3*99- 
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Ideal Morality 

F. H. BRADLEY 


In our criticism of the view developed in Essay V [of Ethical Studies] 
we saw that, however true the mam doctrine of that Essay may be, 
it is no sufficient answer to the question, What is morality? and, 
guided by its partial failure, we must try to find a less one-sided 
solution, 

We saw (in Essay II [of Ethical Afar/iVs]) that the end was the 
realizing of the self; and the problem which in passing suggested 
itself was, Are morality and self-realization the same thing, 1 or, if 
not altogether the same, in what respect are they different? 

That in some way they do differ is clear from the popular views 
on the subject. Every one w r ould agree that by his artistic or scien¬ 
tific production an artist or a man of science does realize himself, 
but no one, not blinded by a theory, would say that he was moral 
just so far as, and because, what he produced was good of its sort 
and desirable in itself, A man may be good at this or that thing, 
and may have done good work in the world; and yet when asked, 
‘But was he a good man?’ we may find ourselves, although we wish 
to say Yes, unable to do more than hesitate. A man need not be a 
good man just so far as he is a good artist; and the doctrine which 
unreservedly identifies moral goodness with any desirable realiz¬ 
ation of the self can not be maintained. 

Can we then accept the other view, which, as it were, separates 
morality into a sphere of its own; which calls a man moral according 

' Cf. p, 228, and note, pp. 24+, 218-19 l*‘- H. Bradley, Ethical Studies, second 
edition (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1927)] 
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as he abstains from direct breaches of social rules, and immoral if 
he commits them; while it forgets that the one man may be lazy, 
selfish, and without a wish to improve himself, while the other, with 
all his faults, at least loves what is beautiful and good, and has 
striven towards it? We can not do that unless, while we recognize 
the truth of the doctrine, we shut our eyes to its accompanying 
falsity. 

And, finding in neither the expression of our moral conscious¬ 
ness, we thankfully accept the correction which sees in ‘conduct’ 
nine-tenths of life, though we can not expect the main question to 
be answered by a coarse and popular method, which divides into 
parts instead of distinguishing aspects; and though, in the saving 
one-tenth and the sweeping nine-tenths alike, we can see little more 
than the faltering assertion of one mistake, or the confident aggra¬ 
vation of another. 

A man’s life, we take it, can not thus be cut in pieces. You can 
not say, ‘In this part the man is a moral being, and in that part he 
is not’. We have not yet found that fraction of his existence in which 
the moral goodness of the good man is no more realized, and where 
‘the lusts of the flesh’ 1 cease to wage their warfare. We have heard 
in the sphere of religion, ‘Do all to the glory of God’, 1 and here too 
we recognize no smaller claim. To be a good man in all things and 
everywhere, to trv to do always the best, and to do one’s best in it, 
whether in lonely work or in social relaxation to suppress the worse 
self and realize the good self, this and nothing short of this is the 
dictate of morality. This, it seems to us, is a deliverance of the 
moral consciousness too clear for misunderstanding, were it not for 
two fixed habits of thought. One of these lies in the confining of a 
man’s morality to the sphere of his social relations; the other is the 


St. Paul, Second Epistle to the Corinthians 3 ‘7- Authorised ^ 

lation, ‘For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh . . 

so that ye cannot do the things that ye would.’ 

St Paul, First Ep,stle to the Corinthians 10:31. Authorised K'ng James trans^ 
lation ‘So whether you cat or whatever you do, do it all for the glop- of God. 
The Authorised Version has been criticised for being ^ 

tdlieible in parts. Arthur S. Way translates this passage thus, If l partake 0! my 
food with thanksgiving, I am not to be calumniated for eahng thaltfaj »*** I 
rive God thanks So then, whether you are eating, or drinking, or «Hateser you 
ftld^g do In things to the Glory of God.’ inters oj S, Paul toSeven Churches 
and Three Friends with the Letter to the Hebrew, sixth edition (London, Macmillan, 

1926}, 
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notion that morality is a life harassed and persecuted everywhere 
by ‘imperatives’ and disagreeable duties, and that without these you 
have not got morality. We have seen, and have yet to see, that the 
first has grasped only part of the truth; and on the second it is 
sufficient to remark that it stands and falls with the identification 
of morality with unwilling obedience to law, and that, according to 
the common view, a man does not cease to be good so far as good¬ 
ness becomes natural and pleasant to him. 

But we shall be met at this point with an absurdity supposed to 
follow. Work of any sort, it will be said, is, we grant you, a field for 
morality, and so is most of life in relation to others; but there must 
be a sphere where morality ceases, or else it will follow that a man 
is moral in all the trifling details of his own life which concern him 
alone, and no less again in his amusements. If morality does not 
stop somewhere, you must take it to be a moral question not only 
whether a man amuses himself, but also how he amuses himself. 
There will be no region of things indifferent, and this leads to 
consequences equally absurd and immoral. b We answer without 
hesitation that in human life there is, in one sense, no sphere of 
things indifferent, and yet that no absurd consequences follow. If it 
is my moral duty to go from one town to another, and there are 
two roads which are equally good, it is indifferent to the proposed 
moral duty mhitk road I take; it is not indifferent that I do take one 
or the other; and whichever road I do take, I am doing my duty on 
it. and hence it is far from indifferent; my walking on road A is a 
matter of duty in reference to the end, though not a matter of duty 
if you consider it against walking on road B; and so with B - but I 
can escape the sphere of duty neither on A nor on B. In order to 
realize the good will in a finite corporeal being it is necessary that 
certain spheres should exist, and should have a general character; 
this is a moral question, and not indifferent. The detail of those 
spheres within certain limits does not matter; not that it is immater¬ 
ial that there it a detail of trifles, and hence not that this and that 


Expressed in other language the objection .VIhere » a sphere frights wh|ch 
falls outside the sphere of duty, or else it will follow that al my rights are my 
duties, which is absurd.' For the answer, see p. aid [Note to Essay V 
Sntdml Here we mat say, it is right and a duty that the sphere of 
detail should exist. It is a duty that I should develop my nature by pnvare cho^ 
therein. Therefore, because that is a duty, it is a duty no! to make a duty of even 
detail; and thus in every detail I hate done my duty. 
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trifle has no moral importance, but that this trifle has no importance 
against that tnfte. Qualify a trifle by subordinating it to a good will, 
and it has moral significance; qualify it by contrast with another 
trifle, and morally it signifies nothing. This is plain enough, and, so 
far as it goes, will I hope be sufficient. The reader no doubt will 
see that, if a class of acts is morally desirable, then whatever falls 
within that class is also morally desirable, so far as falling therein; 
though in its other relations it may be indifferent. 

But the difficulty which remains will be something of this sort. 
The reader will feel that, to a certain extent, the regulation of the 
times and fields of amusements, &c., and, to a still larger extent, the 
choice of trifling details therein, involves no reflection, no deliberate 
choice, is not made a matter of conscience, is in a word done nat¬ 
urally; and he may find a difficulty in seeing how, if this is so, it 
can be said to fall within the moral sphere. Morality, he may feel, 
does tell me it is good to amuse myself, and more decidedly that I 
may not amuse myself beyond certain limits; but within those limits 
it leaves me to my natural self. In this, it seems to us, there is a 
twofold misapprehension, a mistake as to the limits, and a mistake 
as to the character of the moralized self. Tt is, first, an error to 
suppose that in what is called human life there remains any region 
which has not been moralized. Whatever has been brought under 
the control of the will, it is not too much to say, has been brought 
into the sphere of morality; in our eating, our drinking, our sleep¬ 
ing, we from childhood have not been left to ourselves; and the 
habits, formed in us by the morality outside of us, now hold of the 
moral'will which in a manner has been their issue. And so in our 
lightest moments the element of control and regulation is not want¬ 
ing; it is part of the business of education to see that it is there, and 
its absence, wherever it is seen to be absent, pains us. The character 
shows itself in every trifling detail of life; we can not go in to amuse 
ourselves while we leave it outside the door with our dog; it is 
ourself, and our moral self, being not mere temper or inborn dispo¬ 
sition, but the outcome of a series of acts of will. Natural it is indeed 
well to he; but that is because by this time morality should be our 
nature, and good behaviour its unreflecting issue; and to be natural 
in any sense which excludes moral habituation is never, so far as I 
know” the world, thought desirable. In a good and amiable man the 
good and amiable self is present throughout, and that self is for us 
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a moral self. This brings us to the second mistake, which also rests 
on the same misapprehension of the cardinal truth that what is 
natural can not be moral, nor what is moral natural. ‘What is natural 
does not reflect, and without reflection there is no morality. Hence, 
where we are natural because we do not reflect, there we can not he 
moral.’ So runs the perversion. But here it is forgotten that we have 
reflected; that acts which issue from moral reflection have qualified 
our will; that our character thus, not only in its content, but also in 
the form of its acquisition, is within the moral sphere; and that a 
character, whether good or bad, is a second nature. The man to 
whom it ‘comes natural’ tn be good is commonly thought a good 
man, and the good self of the good man is present in and determines 
the detail of his life not less effectually because unconsciously. So 
far facts speak loudly, and the only path which remains open to the 
objector is to deny that the good self is necessarily a moral self, on 
the ground not that its content is non-moral, but that its genesis is 
so; in other words, because, though moral in itself, it is not so for 
the agent. We may be told, the genesis of the good self generally is 
not a moral genesis, or in this and that sphere or relation it is not 
so, and hence, though good, it need not, so far as good, be moral. 
To the consideration of this question we shall have to come later, 
and at present can only observe that we refuse to separate goodness 
conscious or unconscious from the will to be good, or the will to be 
good from morality; and we assert that, because the good self shows 
itself everywhere, therefore there is no part of life at which morality 
stops and goes no further. Thus much against the notion that in 
our amusements, &c., we cease to be moral beings, that there is a 
tenth part of life where conduct is not required. But as to the 
remaining nine-tenths w r e need surely say no more: wherever there 
is anything to be done not in play but in earnest, there the moral 
consciousness tells us it is right to do our best, and, if this is so, 
there can be no question but that here is a field for morality. 

It is a moral duty to realize everywhere the best self, which for 
us in this sphere is an ideal self; and, asking what morality is, we 
so far must answer, it is coextensive with self-realization in the sense 

It may even be tnv moral dutv to be religious in the sense of acting with a view to 
the support and maintenance of the religious consciousness, the faith which is to 
reissue in religious-moral practice. Hence though morality, as we shall see, dues 
not include everything, vet nothing in another sense falls outside of it. 


101 



Individualism, collectivism and the general mil 


of the realization of the ideal self in and by ns. And thus we are led 
to the inquiry, what is the content of this ideal self. d 


From our criticism on the foregoing Essay we can at once gather 
that the good self is the self which realizes (i) a social, (2) a non¬ 
social ideal; the self, first, which does, and, second, which does not 
directly and immediately involve relation to others. Or from another 
point of view, what is aimed at is the realization in me (1) of the 
ideal which is realized in society, of my station and its duties, or 
(2} of the ideal which is not there fully realized; and this is (a) the 
perfection of a social and (b) of a non-social self. Or again (it is all 
the same thing) we may divide into (1) duties to oneself which are 
not regarded as social duties, (2) duties to oneselP which are so 
regarded, these litter being (a) the duties of the station which 1 
happen to be in, (b) duties beyond that station. Let us further 
explain. 

The content of the good self, we see, has a threefold origin; and 
(1) the first and most important contribution comes from what we 
have called my station and its duties, and of this we have spoken 
already at some length. We saw that the notion of an individual 
man existing in his own right independent of society was an idle 
fancy, that a human being is human because he has drawn his being 
from human society, because he is the individual embodiment of a 
larger life; and we saw that this larger life, of the family, society, or 
the nation, was a moral will, a universal the realization of which in 
his personal will made a man’s morality. We have nothing to add 
here except in passing to call attention to what we lately advanced, 
viz. that the good man is good throughout all his life and not merely 
in parts; and further to request the reader to turn to himself and 
ask himself in what his better self consists. He will find, if we do 
not mistake, that the greater part of it consists in his loyally, and 


On the genesis of the ideal self and of the good self, or the self whose will is 
identified with its ideal, we shall say what seems necessary m other eonnemons^ 

1 may remark that a duty which is not a duty to mysel! can not possibly be a moral 
duty When we hear of self-regarding duties we should ask what is meant 
(•[Bradley’s addition]. This might mean a duty towards myself as this or that 
member of society.) A ‘^//-regarding duty’ in one sense of the word says no morc 
Z a duty ; in aether LsTh says ‘a duty whrch U the 

a duty is’, i.e. a selfish duty: or again, it means a non-social duty. Confusion on 
this head leads to serious mistakes. 
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according to the spirit, performing his duties and filling his place 
as the member of a famih, society, and the state, He will find that, 
when he has satisfied the demands of these spheres upon him, he 
will in the main have covered the claims of what he calls his good 
self. The basis and foundation of the ideal self is the self which is 
true to my station and its duties. 

But (2) we saw also that, if wc investigate our good self, we find 
something besides, claims beyond what the world expects of us, a 
will for good beyond what we see to be realized anywhere. The 
good in my station and its duties was visibly realized in the world, 
and it was mostly passible to act up to that real ideal; but this good 
beyond is only an ideal; for it is not wholly realized in the world we 
see, and, do what we may, we can not find it realized in ourselves. It 
is what we strive for and in a manner do gain, but never attain to 
and never possess. And this ideal self (so far as we are concerned 
with it here) is a social self. The perfect types of zeal and purity, 
honour and love, which, figured and presented in our own situation 
and circumstances, and thereby unconsciously specialized, become 
the guides of our conduct and law of our being, are social ideals. 
They directlv involve relation to other men, and, if you remove 
others, you immediately make the practice of these virtues imposs¬ 
ible/ . .. . 

This then is the ideal self which in ns essence is social; and 
concerning this many difficulties arise which we can not discuss. 
Among these would be the two inquiries, What is the origin, and 
what the content of this ideal self? In passing we may remark that 
the first contains two questions which are often confused, viz. (a) 
How is it possible for the mind to frame an ideal; or, given as a fact 
a mind which idealizes, what must be concluded as to its nature? 
Can anything idealize unless itself in some way be an ideal? This, 
we need not say, suggests serious problems which we can not even 
touch upon here. Then (b) it contains also the questions, What was 
the historical genesis of the ideal; by what steps did it come into 
the world: And again, What is its genesis in us? And these can 
scarcely be separated from one another, or from the further inquiry, 
What is its content? 


Virtues such as chasutv, wh-ch might be practised in solitude are either negative 
rf thfbttd self, or conditions of the good will. If vou wrongly confer them bv 
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The historical genesis we shall not enter on; and as to the genesis 
in the individual, we wall merely remark that we seem first to see 
in some person or persons the type of what is excellent; then by the 
teaching, tradition, and imagination of our own and other countries 
and times, we receive a content which we find existing realized in 
present or past individuals, and finally detach from all as that which 
is realized wholly in none, but is an ideal type of human perfection. 
At this point we encounter a question of fact, namely, how far the 
ideal which serves as a guide to conduct is presented in an individ¬ 
ual form. No doubt two extremes exist. A large number of men 
have, I think, no moral ideal beyond the station they live in, and of 
these some are even satisfied with the presentation of this or that 
known person as a tvpe; while again in the highest form of morality 
the ideal is not figured in the shape of an individual. 5 But between 
the extremes must be endless gradations. 

We have previously said something as to the way in which the 
ideal is made use of in moral judgements, and what remains is to 
call attention to the content of this social ideal. It is obvious at once 
that it is a will which practises no other kind of virtues than those 
which we find in the world; and we can see no reason for supposing 
this presented ideal self to be anything beyond the idealization of 
what exists in human nature, the material idealized being more or 
less cosmopolitan, and the abstraction employed being more or less 
one-sided. 

And with these cursory and insufficient remarks we must dismiss 

the ideal of a perfect social being. 

But (3) there remains in the good self a further region we have 
not vet entered on; an ideal, the realization of which is recognized 
as a moral duty, but which yet in its essence does not involve direct 
relation to other men. h The realization for myself of truth and 


themselves, they are not positively desirable. Vt'e may call them, if we will, the 

‘ascetic virtues’. , ■„ 

t The difficult every where is. Is the embodiment used to tire the imagination, while 
the tvpe is not that of this or that individual, or is it otherwise? The solution is to 
be found in the answer to the question. Is the impersonation modified; and it 
modified, how, and by what, and to suit what is it modified? 

* Morality, on its own ground at least, knows nothing of a universal and invisible 
self in which all members are real, which ney realize 111 their own gifts and graces, 
and in realizing which thev realize the other members. Humanity as an organic 
whole, if a possible point of view, is not strictly speaking a moral point of view. 
See more below, 
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beauty, the Living for the self which in the apprehension, the knowl¬ 
edge, the sight, and the love of them finds its true being, is {all 
those who know the meaning of the words will bear me out) a moral 
obligation, which is not felt as such only so far as it is too pleasant. 

It is a moral duty for the artist or the inquirer to lead the life of 
one, and a moral offence when he fails to do so. But on the other 
hand it is impossible, without violent straining of the facts, to turn 
these virtues into social virtues or duties to my neighbour. No doubr 
such virtues do as a ruie lead indirectly to the welfare of others, but 
this is not enough to make them social; their social bearing is 
indirect, and does not lie in their very essence. The end they aim 
at is a single end of their own, the content of which does not neces¬ 
sarily involve the good of other men. This we can see from suppos¬ 
ing the opposite. If that were true, then it would not be the duty 
of the inquirer, as such, simply to inquire, or of the artist, as such, 
simply to produce the best work of art; but each would have to 
consider ends falling outside his science or art, and would have no 
right to treat these latter as ends in themselves. ‘Nor has he', may¬ 
be the confident answer. I reply that to me this is a question of fact, 
and to me it is a fact that the moral consciousness recognizes the 
perfecting of my intellectual or artistic nature by the production of 
the proper results, as an end in itself and not merely as a means. 
The pursuit of these ends, apart from what they lead to, is approved 
as morally desirable, not perhaps by the theory, but, I think, by the 
instinctive judgement of all persons worth considering; and if, and 
while, this fact stands, for me at least it is not affected by doctrines 
which require that it should be otherwise. To say, without society 
science and art could not have an sen, is true. To say, apart from 
society the life of an artist or man of science can not be carried on, 
is also true; but neither truth goes to show that society is the ulti¬ 
mate end, unless by an argument which takes the basis of a result 
as its final cause, and which would prove the physical and physio¬ 
logical conditions of society to be the end for which it existed. Man 
is not man at all unless social, but man is not much above the beasts 
unless more than social. 

If it be said that, morally considered, the realization ot the social 
self is an end, and that of the non-social nothing but an outward 
means, and that hence science and art are not to be pursued inde¬ 
pendently, no doubt it would be possible to meet such an assertion 
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by argument from and upon its own ground. We might urge that 
science is most useful, when treated as more than useful, But we 
decline by doing this to degrade and obscure the question. We 
repeat that the assertion is both unproven and false, and the decision 
is left to the moral consciousness of the reader. 

And if again it be said that the social self is the one end, but yet 
none the less science and art are ends in themselves, and to be 
pursued independently; they are included in the social self, and 
therefore, as elements in the end, are themselves ends and not mere 
means - then, in answer, I will not reply that this is false (for indeed 
I hope it mav be true), but only that it is utterly unproven. It is on 
the assertor that the burden of proof must lie. To us it seems plain 
that the content of the theoretical self does rot in its essence involve 
relation to others; nothing is easier than to suppose a life of art or 
speculation which, as far as we can see, though true to itself, has, 
so far as others are concerned, been sheer waste or even loss, and 
which knew that it was so. This is a fairly supposable case, and no 
one, I think, can refuse to enter on it. Was the life immoral? I say, 
No, it was not therefore immoral, but may have been therefore moral 
past ordinary morality. And if I am told Yes, it was moral, but it 
was social: it did in its essence involve relation to others, because 
there is a necessary connexion (nothing short of this proves the 
conclusion) between theoretic realization in this and that man, and 
the realization of him there in and thereby in relation to others, and 
perhaps also of society as a whole — then I answer, You are asserting 
in the teeth of appearances; you must prove this necessary con¬ 
nexion, and, I think I may add, you can not do it. Wffiat you say 
may be true, but science, or at all events your science, can not 
guarantee it; and it is not a truth for the moral consciousness, but 
leads us further into another region. 

Our result at present is as follows. Morality is coextensive with 
self-realization, as the affirmation of the self which is one with the 
ideal; and the content of this self is furnished (i) by the objective 
world of my station and its duties, (2) by the ideal of social, and (3) 
of non-social perfection. And now we have to do with the question. 
How do these spheres stand to one another? And this is in some 
ways an awkward question, because it brings up practical everyday 
difficulties. They are something of this sort. May a man, tor the 


06 



Ideal Morality 


sake of science or art, venture on acts of commission or omission 
which in any one else would be immoral; or, to put it coarsely, may 
he be what is generally called a bad man, may he trample on ordi¬ 
nary morality, in order that he may be a good artist? Or again, if 
the perhaps less familiar question of the relation of (t) to la) comes 
up, the doubt is, Must I do the work that lies next me in the world, 
and so serve society, even, as it seems, to the detriment of my own 
moral being? May I adopt a profession considered moral by the 
world, but which, judged by my ideal, can not be called moral? 

The first point to which we must call attention is that all these 
are cases of colliding duties. In none of them is there a contest 
between the claims of morality and of something else not morality. 
In the moral sphere such a contest is impossible and meaningless. 
We have in all of them a conflict between moral duties which are 
taken to exclude one another, e.g. my moral duty as artist on the 
one hand and as father of a family on the other, and so on; we have 
nothing to do with examples where morality is neglected or opposed 
in the name of anything else than an other and higher morality. 

And the second point, which has engaged us before {Ethical Stud¬ 
ies, pp. 156-9, 193 foil.), and on which we desire to insist with 
emphasis, is, that cases of collision of duties are not scientific but 
practical questions. Moral science has nothing whatever to do with 
the settlement of them; that would belong, did such a thing exist, 
to the moral art, The difficulties of collisions are not scientific prob¬ 
lems; thev arise from the complexity of individual cases, and this 
can be dealt with solely by practical insight, not by abstract concep¬ 
tions and discursive reasoning. It is no use knowing that one class 
of duties is in the abstract higher than another: moral practice is 
not in abstract,), and the highest moral duty for me is my duty; my 
duty being the one which lies next me, and perhaps not the one 
which would be the highest, supposing it were mine. The man who 
can give moral advice is the man of experience, who, from his own 
knowledge and by sympathy, can transport himself into another’s 
case; who knows the heart and sees through moral illusion and the 
man of mere theory is in the practical sphere a use-less and danger¬ 
ous pedant. 

And now in particular the relation of the two ideal spheres to the 
real sphere is precisely what subsists inside the real sphere between 
its own elements. We saw (pp, 156-7 (of Ethical Studies]) that, as 

107 



Individualism, collectivism and the general ml! 


in no one action can all duties be fulfilled, in every action some 
duties must be neglected. The question is what duty is to be done 
and left undone here; and so in the world of my station neglect of 
duties is allowed. And, apart from the difficulty (often the 
impossibility) of distinguishing omission and commission from a 
moral point of view, we saw [ibid.) that positive breaches of moral 
law were occasionally moral. And hence if an artist or man of sci¬ 
ence considers himself called upon, by his duty to art or science, to 
neglect, or to commit a breach of, ordinary morality, we must say 
that, in the abstract and by itself, that is not to be condemned. It is 
a case of colliding duties, such as happens every day in other fields, 
and its character is not different because extraordinary. 

And further, if a claim be set up, on the ground of devotion to 
no common end, to be judged in one’s life by no common standard, 
we must admit that already within the sphere of my station that 
claim is usually allowed. We excuse in a soldier or sailor what we 
do not excuse in others, from whom the same duties are not 
expected. The morality of the pushing man of business, and still 
more of the lawyer and the diplomatist in the exercise of their call¬ 
ing, is not measured by the standard of common life; and so, when 
the service of the ideal is appealed to in justification of neglect and 
breaches of law, we say that the claim is valid in itself, the abstract 
right is undeniable, the case is a case of collision, and the question 
of moral justification is a question of particular fact. 

Collision of duties carries all this with it on the one side, but we 
must not forget what it carries on the other. In raising that excuse 
we are saying, ‘I neglect duty because of duty’; and this means we 
recognize two duties, one higher than the other. And first it implies 
that we are acting, not to please ourselves, but because we are bound 
by what we consider moral duty. It implies again that we consider 
what we break through or pass by, not as a trifle, but as a serious 
moral claim, which we disregard solely because, if we do not do so, 
it prevents us from performing our superior service. 

Common social morality is the basis of human life. It ls special¬ 
ized in particular functions of society, and upon its foundation are 
erected the ideals of a higher social perfection and of the theoretic 
life- but common morality remains both the cradle and protecting 
nurse of its aspiring offspring, and, if we ever forget that, we lie 
open to the charge of ingratitude and baseness. Some neglect is 
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unavoidable; but open and direct outrage on the standing moral 
institutions which make society and human life what it is, can be 
justified (I do not say condoned) only on the plea of overpowering 
moral necessity. And the individual should remember that the will 
for good, if weakened in one place, runs the greatest risk of being 
weakened in all. 

Our result then is that ideal morality stands on the basis of social, 
that its relation thereto is the same relation that subsists within the 
social sphere, and that everywhere, since duty has to give way to 
duty, neglect and breaches of ordinary in the name of higher moral¬ 
ity are justifiable in the abstract {and that is all we are concerned 
with); but if the claim be set up, on account of devotion to the ideal, 
for liberty to act thus not in the name of moral necessity, or to 
forget that what we breakthrough or disregard is in itself to be 
respected, such a claim is without the smallest moral justification.' 

The highest type we can imagine is the man who, on the basis 
of everyday morality, aims at the ideal perfection of it, and on this 
double basis strives to realize a non-social ideal. But where collisions 
arise, there, we must repeat, it is impossible for mere theory to offer 
a solution, not only because the perception which decides is not 
a mere intellectual perception, but because no general solution of 
individual difficulties is possible. 


To return to our main discussion - the field of morality we find is 
the whole field of life; its claim is as wide as self-realization, and 
the question raised before (p. 64 [of Ethical Studies]) now presents 
itself, Are morality and self-realization the same and not different? 
This appears at first sight to be the case. The moral end is to realize 
the self, and all forms of the realizing of the self are seen to fall 
within the sphere of morality; and so it seems natural to say that 
morality is the process of self-realization, and the most moral man 
is the man who most fully and energetically realizes human nature. 
Virtue is excellence, and the most excellent is the most virtuous. 


1 have not entered on the questions whether as a fact breaches of common morality 
are demanded bv the service of the ideal, and, if so, when they are to becommitte^ 
The first is a matter of fact it would not profit us to discuss in annexion with the 
abstract question; and the second in our opinion car not be rheoretically deter¬ 
mined. Which duty or duties weigh heaviest in this or that case IS ™ * . 
perception, not reasoning. We may remark, however, that the doctrme of the text 
wilt not be found to err on the side of laxity. 
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If we say this, however, we crime into direct collision with the 
moral consciousness, which cl ear h distinguishes moral from other 
excellence, and asserts that the latter is not in itself moral at all; and, 
referring back {p, 143 jof Ethical Studies)), we find the deliverance of 
that consciousness in the emphatic maxim that nothing is morally 
good save a good will. This maxim we shall forthwith take to be 
true, and so proceed. 

Morality then will be the realization of the self as the good will. 1 
It is not self-realization from ail points of view, though all sell- 
realization can be looked at from this one point of view; for all of it 
involves will, and, so far as the will is good, so far is the realization 
moral. Strictly speaking and in the proper sense, morality is self- 
realization within the sphere of the personal will. We see this plainly 
in art and science, for there we have moral excellence, and that 
excellence does not lie in mere skill or mere success, but in single- 
mindedness and devotion to what seems best as against what we 
merely happen to like, Getopia | contemplation] is at the same time 
Jipd^i; [an action], and so far as it is npd&S, so far is ll moral or 
immoral k And even in the sphere of my station and its duties, when 
in the stricter sense you consider it morally, you find that the same 
thing holds. From the highest point of view you judge a man moral 
not so far as he has succeeded outwardly, hut so far as he has ident¬ 
ified his will with the universal, whether that will has properly 


Mntalitv and Self-realization, how different 1 See, pp l°f tihcai &W « , 

214 Ip 97], 2\2-~, [pp. n.l-171, 244 [p. 1*4] [of this volume Etkual Wf«J 
‘Vloralm’ is Self-realization, or the production (and existence) of excellerces, so 
far as they can be taken as the expression (if not the result) of the will for good. 

There is a difficulty as to how far ihe mere!) ‘natural’ still comes m here realb. 
nearly not all the ‘admirable’ is moral. There is a difficulty, again, as to what is 
‘the wall for good'. Is it any willing so tar as good? Or is P only what can be taken 
as the willing agatmt the bad? And in what sense had- Cf p. 237 [p, [I 7l> SKOnd 

‘ Cf* Aristotle, Pol. vi,. 1J3S . b. ,4 2, translated by Bemanun jowett 

(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1921) 'If wc are right in our view and happiness is 
assumed to be virtuous activity, the active life will be the best, both for every at) 
collectively and for individuals. Not that a life oi action must nccessanl) have 
relation to others, as some persons think, nor are those idea, only to be regarded 
a pra^cal wkch are pursued for the sake of practical results, but much more he 
thought* and contemplations which are pursued for the sake of - 

but much more the thoughts and contemplations which arc mdependrm J 
olete in themselves; since virtuous activity, and therefore a certain kind of action, 
l a „ end, and even in (he case of external actions the directing mmd is most tmiv 

said to act ’] 
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externalized itself or not. Morality has not to do immediately with 
the outer results of the will: the res'ults it looks at are the habits and 
general temper produced by acts, and, strictly speaking, it does not 
fall beyond the subjective side, the personal will and the heart. 
Clearly a will which does not utter itself is no will, 1 hut you can not 
measure a will morally by external results: they are an index, but 
an index that must be used with caution. We shall return to the 
question, What is the measure of a man’s morality : 1 

The general end is self-realization, the making real of the ideal 
self; and for morality, in particular, the ideal self is the good will, 
the identification of my will with the ideal as a universal will. The 
end for morals is a will, and my will, and a universal will, and one 
will. Let us briefly refer on these heads to the moral consciousness. 

Nothing, we have seer, is good bur a good will. The end for 
morals is not the mere existence of any sort of ideal indifferently, 
but it is the realization of an ideal will in my will. I he end is the 
ideal willed by me, the willing of the ideal in and by my will, and 
hence an ideal will. And my will as realizing the ideal is the good 
will. A will which obeys no law is not moral, a law which is nor 
willed is nothing for morality. Acts, so far as they spring from the 
good will, are good, and a temper and habits and character are good 
so far as they are a present good will, result from it and embody it; 
and what issues from a good character must thus likewise be morally 
good. 

That the good will for morality is my will is obvious enough, and 
it is no less plain (pp. 144, 162 (of ht fatal that it is pre¬ 

sented as universal. That does not mean that everybody docs or has 
to do what 1 do, but it means that, if they were 1, they must do as 
I have to do, or else be immoral; it means that my moral wilt is not 
the mere will of myself as this or that man, but something above it 
and beyond it. And further, again, the good will is presented as one 

Thyself and thy belongings 

Are not thine own so proper, as to waste 

Thyself upon thy virtues, them on thee. 

Heaven doth with us, as we with torches do, 

Not light them for themselves, for if our virtues 
Did not go forth of us, (were all alike 
As if we had them not. Spirits are not finely touch’d 
But to fine issues, 

[William Shakespeare, Measure jor Measure, Act One, Scene One, lines 31-ji 
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will; in collisions, going to our moral consciousness, we arc told 
that, if we knew it, there is a right, that the collision is for us, and 
is not for the good will. We can not bring before us two diverse 
good wills, or one good will at cross purposes and not in harmony 
with itself; and we feel sure that, if our will were but one with the 
universal, then we too should be one with ourselves, with no conflict 
of desires, but a harmony and system. 

Such is the will presented to itself by the moral consciousness, 
but for the moral consciousness that is ideal and not real. Within 
the sphere of morality the universal remains but partially realized: 
it is something that for ever wants to be, and yet is not. 

We saw that the will of the social organism might be called a 
universal will, and a will which was visibly real, as well as ideal; but 
we saw too that the sphere of my station and its duties did not 
cover the whole good self; and further, even within that sphere, and 
apart from difficulties of progress, for morality in the strict sense 
ideal and real remain apart. The bad self is not extinguished, and 
in myself 1 see an element of will wherein the universal is 
unrealized, and against which it therefore remains (so far as my 
morality is concerned) a mere idea; for, even if we assume that 
society gets no hurt, yet I do not come up to my special type. 

For morals then the universal is not realized within my station, 
and furthermore the moral consciousness does not say that it is 
realized anvwhere at all. The claim of the ideal is to cover the whole 
field of reality, but our conscience tells us that we will it here, and 
that there again we do not will it, here it is realized, and there it is 
not realized, and we can not point to it in ourselves or others and 
say, Here is the universal incarnate, and fully actual by and as the 
will' of this or that man; and indeed we see that for the ideal self to 
be in the world as the expressed will of this or that spiritualized 

animal is quite out of the question. 

Of course if religion, and more particularly if Christianity be 
brought in, the answer must be different. The ideal here is a univer¬ 
sal, because it is God’s will, and because it therefore is the will of 
an organic unity, present though unseen, which is the one life of its 
many members, which is real in them, and in which they are real, 
and in which, through faith for them, and for God we do not know¬ 
how, the bad self is unreal. But all this lies beyond morality; my 
mere moral consciousness knows nothing whatever about it. And 
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we must give the same answer, if we are told on other grounds that 
humanity is an actually existing organic community, in which we 
are members, and whose will is present in us."’ For supposing that 
the identity (not mere likeness) of the best self in all men is proved, 
and further the right established to use the word ‘humanity’, not as 
an abstract term for an abstract idea, nor as a name for an imaginary 
collection of all past, present, and future individuals, but for a real 
corporate unity, yet still we must say, My conscience tells me that 
my bad self is real; and whether on speculative grounds you try to 
show' that it is unreal, or bring in faith, yet in either case you have 
gone beyond morality; for morality the good is still only realized in 
part, and there is something against which it still remains a mere 
idea. 

The ideal self then for morals is not visibly universal nor fully 
actual. It is not visibly and in the world seen to be an harmonious 
system, but in the world and in us realizes, it would seem, itself 
against itself. And in us it is not a system; our self is not a harmony, 
our desires are not fullv identified with the ideal, and the ideal does 
not always bring peace in its train. In our heart it dashes with itself, 
and desires we can not exterminate clash with our good will, and, 
however much we improve (if we do improve), we never are perfect, 
we never are a harmony, a system, as our true idea is, and as it calls 
upon us to be. 

Thus morality, because its end is not completely realized, is after 
all ideal; and wdiat we have next to see is that it is not simply 
positive; it is also negative. The self, which, as the good will, is 
identified w'ith our type, has to work against the crude material of 
the natural wants, affections, and impulses, which, though not evil 
in themselves, stand in the way of good, and must be disciplined, 
repressed, and encouraged. It is negative again of what is positively 
evil, the false self, the desires and habits which embody a will 
directly contrary to the good will. And further it belongs to its 
essence that it should be so negative of both, because a being not 
limited, and limited by evil in himself, is not what we call moral. 
(Cf. pp. 145-6 I of Ethical Studies.]) A moral will must be finite, and 
hence have a natural basis; and it must to a certain extent (how far 
is another matter) be evil, because a bang which does not know 

Humanity as invisible organism: see p 205 ]»{ Fihicat Studies}. 
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good and evil is not moral, and because (as we shall see more fully 
hereafter} the specific characters of good and evil can be known only 
one against the other, and furthermore can not be apprehended by 
the mere intellect, but only b\ inner experience. Morality, in short, 
implies a knowledge of what the ‘ought’ means, and the ‘ought’ 
implies contradiction and moral contradiction. 

So we see morality is negative; the non-moral and the immoral 
must exist as a condition of it, since the moral is what it is only in 
asserting itself against its opposite. Hut morality is not merely nega¬ 
tive; it is a great mistake to suppose that the immoral is there 
already, r and that morality consists simply in making it not to be. 
The good will is not that which merely destroys the natural or the 
immoral; it does indeed destroy them as such, but this by itself is 
not morality. It is when it destroys them by its own assertion, and 
destroys them by transmuting the energy contained in them, that 
the will is moral.“ 

The good self is not real as the mere abolition of reality. On its 
affirmative side (and it is moral only w : hen it is affirmative) it is the 
position of the universal will, as the true infinite, in the personal 
will of this or that man; and here it has reality, not complete, not 
adequate, but still certain. You can not separate negation and 
affirmation without destroying the moral world. The abstract non¬ 
existence of the non-moral is nothing; and the existence of nothing 
(if that were possible) is not a moral end, The assertion of the moral, 
the positive realization of the good will to the negation of the natural 
and bad will, is morality, and no one element of this whole is so; 
for in the destruction of the bad it is only the affirmation of the 
good which is desirable (cf. p. 27 [of Ethual Studies\). 

The realization of the good in personal morality is the habituated 
will, the moral character of individuals. It is actual m the virtues of 
the heart, and those virtues are the habits which, embodying good 


its very essence immorally can not evist except as against morality: a purely 
immoral being is a downright impossibility The man who his become entirely 
IS has ceased to know good and evil, has teased to belong to the moral 

. «*» * 

impulses where it is true perhaps only generally- The positive assertion, that is s 
Zvfthere but can i. always be said to use up the pabular impulse, antIt - 
the good will in dai gevral ifkere but mure, perhaps 

not. 
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acts of will, have become part of the man’s self, anti which answer 
to the various sides of his station, or more generally to his various 
relations to the ideal. 


Morality then is a process of realization, and it has two sides or 
elements which can not be separated; (i) the position of an ideal 
self, and the making of that actual in the will; (2) the negation, 
which is inherent in this, the making unreal (not by annihilation 
hut transformation) of the for ever unsystematized natural material, 
and the bad self. And this account remotes many of the difficulties 
we encountered in Kssav IV [of Ethical Studies], 

It does not remove them all, Moralitj does involve a contradic¬ 
tion; it does tell von to realize that which never can he realized, and 


which, if realized, does efface itself as such. No one ever was or 
could be perfectly moral; and, if he were, he would be moral no 
longer. Where there is no imperfection there is no ought, where 
there is no ought there is no morality, where there is no self- 
contradiction there is no ought. The ought is a self-contradiction. 
Are we to sav then that that disposes of itr Surely not, unless it also 
disposes of ourselves; and that can not be. At Least from this point 
of view, we are a self-contradiction: we never are what we feel we 
really are; we really are what we know' we are not; and if we became 
what we are, we should scarcely be ourselves. Morality aims at the 
cessation of that which makes it possible; it is the effort after non¬ 
morality, and it presses forward beyond itself to a super-moral 
sphere where it ceases as such to exist. p 

It is at this point we find problems too great for us, and, if we 
follow any further, it will be only in our Concluding Remarks, and 
merely with a view to clear up what has gone before. But at our 
present point of view we must remain, till we have .answered some 
objections and attempted to remove some difficulties. The rest of 
this Essay will have to do with artoptm [difficulties or puzzles] 


It does rot concern me to go out of my way to say more on endless moral progress. 
I have already (p. 155 \Elhuut Studies]) referred to Huge! s annihilating criticism. 
Progress to an end which is completeness and the end of progress and morality, 
is one thing. Kndless progress is progress without an end, is endless incom¬ 
pleteness, endless immorality , and is quite another thing. 

1 To some extent this is even realized m and through morality. We can and do 
admire in some cases, the goodness which is, or has (in part) become, natural 
instinct’, and admire it mrt than the moral (stnctb). Of course this, howeter, is 
only partial, and is based on, and ready to return to, what is moral (strictly). 
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which arise in respect of morality, and the next one will try to make 
more clear what we mean by the bad self which opposes the good. 

The first one-sided view of morality which must engage us may be 
put as follows: ‘Morality is not the realization of a content, but 
the identification of the will with the universal. The moral end is 
consequently the production of a system, a harmony in the desires, 
the heart and will; and therefore we may and must suppress aspir¬ 
ation in order to get moral harmony .’ We answer - It is true moral¬ 
ity is not the mere realization of a content, since in itself that con¬ 
tent is not, strictly speaking, moral. The performance is not moral 
apart from the will. That is one side. But on the other side the will 
which is not the will to perform is not moral at all. To try to be 
good not in science, art, or any other ideal pursuit, nor to be good 
socially, but to be virtuous simply in oneself, or to realize tbe good 
will with no content to it, is not to be moral in any way. A mere 
formal harmonv is not a moral end: the end is not system, but the 
systematic realization of the self whose will is in harmony with the 
ideal. For example, if the question arises, Am I to advance as a good 
man or a good artist? morality says, ‘Of course as a good man’; but 
then the whole matter turns on this, What line of action, the doing 
of what, does make me the best nianr In collision of morality with 
morality it does not hold that the higher the morality the more 
harmonious the self. You may have harmony of a sort (not perfect 
harmonv) without any morality, and you may have morality with 
but little harmony. 

There are other one-sided views, from which consequences 
follow opposed to the moral consciousness. We may state them so, 
‘The most systematic man is not the most moral, since he need not 
have done what he could and therefore should have done; is then 
the most energetic realization of the good self the most moral man? 
Suppose we sav Yes, Then <i) the difference of capacity and cir¬ 
cumstances is Left out of the account, and the stronger and more 
successful nature will be the mote moral; and again (2) the different 
amount of drawbacks is not considered: no credit is given to a man 
for moral struggles however severe; and in both cases we are in 

collision with the moral consciousness 

‘Or if we say, No, you must look not to the positive realization 
but to the negative, to the victory over the bad self; - that, again, 
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is against morality, because it unjustly faumrs the weaker nature; 
the more energetic may, because he is more energetic, have there¬ 
fore more bad self to conquer. 

‘Again if we say, Neither negative nor positive realisation is to 
be looked to, for morality is a struggle and it is the struggle which 
is of importance - then it will follow that, to increase the struggle 
and with it morality, the bad self musr not be allowed to decrease 
beyond a certain point; and, further, it will follow that either all 
men are morally equal, since all struggle, and no one can do more 
than struggle; or else, if the most moral man is the man who 
struggles most, the quantity {intensive and extensive) of the strug¬ 
gle, and not the degree in the scale of qualitative advance, will count 
for morality. And of these, as of the other conclusions, every one is 
immoral.’ 

It would not repay us to investigate these difficulties in detail; 
they arise from doctrines which are not false in themselves, but each 
of which is false if taken as the expression of the whole truth, and 
their solution will come readily from the answer to the question, 
Who for the moral consciousness is the most moral man? r 

Who is the most moral man? ‘Moral’ with an emphasis. We do 
not ask who is the most perfect man. We do not say, Whose will is 
most identified with the ideal human type? but, Whose will is most 
identified with his ideal? 

For the moral consciousness tells us that a man is not good mor¬ 
ally according as he stands in the scale of human progress; that a 
man’s morality may in one sense be higher than another man s, yet 
he himself may be, strictly speaking, morally lower, ft tells us that, 
if we judge by a purely moral standard, the low savage may be, not 
a higher, but a better man than the civilized European; and, we see, 
(i) the most moral man is the man who tries most to act up to what 
his light tells him is best. But in that we must remember is included 
the getting the best light which, up to his light, he can. 

(2) Suppose now that the lights of two men are equal, can wc 
then look to the greater or lesser realization of their ideal, and judge 
them accordingly? Morality says, No, It says the formal energy in 
all men is not the same; and, unless selves are equal to start with, 


' Decrees of morality. Here we sec apm that the Good is «Her than the rnml 
Good. It is not true that tiothmj! is £t>od but 0 vvilt. (U. p 228 M t-lhie 
.StWifjfs!) 
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they can not be morally compared simply with an eye to their 
respective realization, 

(3) And again men vary, not only in light and in formal energy, 
but also in disposition. Disposition no doubt is not moral character; 
that does not begin until a man is self-conscious, and by volition 
the good and bad selves get their specific character one against the 
other; 4 but none the less is natural disposition the material from 
which the moral self is built up. And dispositions or natures vary 
indefinitely: some are more harmonious than others, and some again 
are more chaotic and lead inevitably to jars and painful contradic¬ 
tions. The material of some men offers more resistance to the sys¬ 
tematizing good will, and gives more openings for the increase and 
strengthening of the bad self, than does that of others. And, unless 
in this too individuals are equal, you can nor simply compare them 
by the result. 

(4) And further we have to consider external circumstances in 
relation to disposition, as bearing on the facility of appropriating 
the good, and again on the difficulty of controlling the bad self; and 
our conclusion at present is this. Men equal in light, formal energy, 
natural disposition, and circumstances, and equal also in present 
extent and intent of their good and bad selves, are morally equal. 

Even here we are not at the end:' but this is enough to show that 
for us to make an accurate comparison is scarcely possible, and fully 
to justify the saying that 'only God sees the heart’,’ if we mean by 
that not that morality is a matter of the heart in the sense of staying 
there, but that the data for solving the psychological problem are 
not accessible to us. This is not to be regretted: in morality we have 
nothing to do with others and what they do or neglect; wc have 
nothing to do with what we ourselves may in past time have suc¬ 
ceeded with or failed in, except so far as it is present in our will; 
what is before us is the relation of our private will to the good will, 
what we are and do and have still to do. 

To resume, after making these four qualifications we may say- 
men are equal tnorallv, whose good and bad selves are equal in 
extent and intent; but here wc have two sides to cons.der and not 

1 Sec more in following Lssay ] tssay Ml of F.thiail Stviies). 

1 See what follows m the next paragraph 

' 1 Samuel ih-7, ‘ . The Lord looks at (he heart', 1 Chronicles, a 8 :y, - the- Lord 

searches every heart .. Acts (5, 8, 'trod who knows the heart . 
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one, and it does not appear how these stand to one another, and 
how the problem is to be worked. 

You can not measure by comparative lessness of bad self, because 
morality is not merely negative; nor again by moreness of good self, 
because it is not merely affirmative. You cart not go by severity of 
struggle between bad and good, because, other things being equal, 
the more of good against less of bad, and hence lessness of struggle, 
is the better. Greater or less struggle is a test only when it points 
to greater or less affirmation, when, being a negative condition," the 
moreness of it points to the moreness of the positive, the condition 
of which it is. It is a serious mistake to argue, ‘because more sm qua 
non , therefore more’. Nor again can you go by relative absence of 
struggle, because that may mean relative absence of the good will, 
and moral dead ness. 

To measure morality you must take the two sides, good and bad 
together, and then comes up the question of their relation. May we 
(i) say the bad self is in itself indifferent, and so measure simply 
by the good; or must we (2) treat it as a minus quantity and subtract 
it from the good? 

(1) In ‘in itself indifferent’ the in itself is the important point. So 
far as the bad self thwarts the good by direct opposition, no one 
would call it indifferent. And then, beside its open hostility, it cre¬ 
ates consequences w r hich thwart the good, and in addition appropri¬ 
ates to itself a share of the general energy which should have gone 
to the good, and so weakens it. And all this no one would call 
indifferent, 

But ‘in itself indifferent’ docs not mean this.' It means, the bad 
self matters so far as it lessens the good, but by itself it is only a 
negation; and, after you have allowed for its negative properties, 
you need not consider it at all. The more or less of position of the 
good self in relation to light, energy, disposition, and circumstances, 
constitutes the more or less of morality. The bad self only takes 


A condition is negame when, not its existence as such, but the negation of iLs 
existence is necessary to that of which it is the condition . , 

The reader no doubt is aware that there ,s a which reduces the d.s ™of 
good and bad to a mere imnuttre difference, virtue md vice differ only m king 
a little more or a little less of the same thing This run makes great plat wuh its 
-all is relative’, hr all depends on which vat you look at n ■ and the rest of he 
phrases behind which shallowness tries to look like wisdom lint shall not stop 

to discuss it. 
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from that position; so that you need only find out what position 
after all you have, and then there is no occasion to consider the bad 
self. If in two men with equal light, energy, &c., the good selves 
are equal, it does not matter whether one has more bad self than 
the other, and we can strike that out of the account. This is the 
first proposal. Is it satisfactory? 

1 think we must say it is not. Practically it might never mislead 
us, because the consequences of the affirmation of the bad self in 
immoral acts result in a weakening of the good will far more extens¬ 
ive than might seem at first sight. The doctrine might not take us 
wrong, but we arc asking, Is it theoretically accurate as an exposition 
of the moral consciousness? And this we must deny, since for that 
consciousness the bad self is not in itself indifferent. 

(2) Considered otherwise, and not in relation to morality, the bad 
self mav be only the negative condition of the affirmation of the 
good; the presence of which is necessary for morality, but of which 
anything more than the mere presence is the decrease of the affir¬ 
mation. It may be something to work against, a resistance which is 
good for the reaction of energy, but the greater resistance of which 
does not carry more reaction with it, But this, if a possible point of 
vkw r , is not a (mere) moral point of view, and as such is here unten¬ 
able. The bad self for morality is not simply a negation, but the 
positive assertion of self. The self-conscious self which is positive, 
which is the very affirmation we know, is in the bad self, feels and 
knows itself therein as really as it does in the good self, Evil deeds 
are not mere comings-short, but. apart from their consequences, 
they are (I do not say sins, for they are that only in and for religion, 
but) offences, over-steppings, crimes. The bad self is the positive 
assertion of evil by and in the self; and the will, so far as bad, is 
not a defect of will, nor a nnn-murai natural will, but it is an 
immoral will, and for the moral consciousness it is as real" as the 
good will. 

Hence I am moral not only according to the relative extensive 
and intensive affirmation of the good will in me, but from that result 
must be further deducted the relative assertion of the bad will m 
me, as something which not only takes up space, uses energy , and so 

- Yes, I think so Jor the moralamsnouswL' On -lie bad self see Essay 

Studies]. 
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starves the good will, besides thwarting it and creating consequences 
(psychical and physical) which thwart it, but which also, as a posi¬ 
tive minus, must be deducted from the plus of the good self, in 
order to arrive at the final result. 

That result can not be worked out with accuracy. On the side of 
the good you can not reduce intent to extent, so as to count the 
plus quantity; and on the side of the bad for the same reason you 
can not count the minus quantity; and even if you could, yet you 
could not reduce the minus units and the plus units to a common 
denomination, so as to get by subtraction a quantitative result. But, 
though practically useless, our answer so far will I hope be found 
to be the solution of the foregoing dreopioa [difficulties or puzzles]. 

It is perhaps necessary to say something on another point, viz. as 
to whether a man is moral because of his present or also because of 
his past state. When we put it in this way the question seems to 
admit of but one answer; for clearly I am moral because I am, and 
not because 1 have been, good. But in a different form it may 
occasion difficulty. Suppose we have three men equal at the start, 
and one of them has been good and now has fallen away, another 
has before fallen away and now is trying to be good, and a third has 
never been far either one way or the other; how do we judge these 
morally? Is it fair not to count the past? 

The answer is that a man’s morality, on the one hand, is not the 
summing up of a past result; and we can consider only the present 
state, can look only at the will as it is now. This is one side. But on 
the other hand the will is what it has done; and the present is thus 
also the past. Evil deeds must survive in a present evil will which 
is a positive evil, just as good deeds are not lost, but live in a present 
good will. No one becomes bad or good all at once, however much 
men may sometimes seem to do so. And we believe that at the last 
the existing positive bad and positive good available energy of will 
(after making all the proper qualifications and allowances, which 
include, of course, bodily changes) is the true representative of the 
good and evil the man has done. 1 If in the sphere of morality we 
are to measure men’s lives morally as wholes, this perhaps is how 
we are to do it, if we do it at all; though from another point of view, 
and not by us, it may perhaps be done differently. 


‘ This perhaps cannot be shown. 
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In conclusion, we must warn the reader against supposing that 
morality is to be estimated by the intensity of the moral conscious¬ 
ness. It is true that a man who has never known himself to be good 
or bad is as yet not strictly either, is not yet within the moral sphere. 
Knowledge of good and evil is necessary for morality, and that (see 
Essay VII [of Ethical Studies]) depends on a self-conscious volition 
with which responsibility begins, and after which we are answerable 
for acts of will not self-conscious, because now we know their 
character, and ought to have them under our control. Self- 
consciousness is necessary for a moral being, but it is a dangerous 
mistake to think that all morality must therefore be self-conscious. 
To be moral, a man need not know that he is acting rightly; still 
less need he know that he is acting rightly for the sake of morality, 
and for no other sake. It does not follow, because self-consciousness 
is the condition of imputation, that therefore everything which is 
imputed must be done with self-consciousness. The will both for 
good and evil need not be deliberate volition, still less the deliberate 
volition of the good simply because it is good, or the evil because 
it is evil. To will the evil because it is evil is, we think, impossible; 
to will the moral because it is moral, and for the sake of morality, 
demands a certain pitch of culture, and then is not common. To 
will the right as the right, though not for the sake of rightness, is 
common enough; but, in most of our moral actions, we do not do 
so much as this, because we act from habit and without reflection. 
Habits are all-important, and habits need not be self-conscious, and 
yet habits are imputable, because what makes the habit is within 
the region of conscious volition, and can not be disowned by it. The 
habits we encourage or suffer, we are aware of or might be aware 
of; we know their moral quality, and hence are responsible for them. 
Our character formed by habit is the present state of our will, and, 
though we may not be fully aware of its nature, yet morally it makes 
us what we are/ Our will is not this, that, or the other conscious 
volition, nor does it exist just so far as we reflect upon it. It is a 
formed habit of willing, such a potential will as, apart from counter¬ 
acting causes, and given the external conditions which we have a 
right to expect, must issue in acts of a certain sort. It is such a will 


We have consciously, and with knowledge of their moral character, committed 
ourselves to volitions with which our habits are essentially connected, or hate 
failed to do so when wc might hate done so; and hence those habits are ours, and 
constuute our standing will. 
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as this which makes a man moral, and it need not everywhere and 
in all its acts be aware of what it is doing. 

To sum up, in estimating morality you take the amount of the 
present extent and intent (conscious or unconscious) of the will 
for good, less the present extent and intent of will (conscious or 
unconscious) for bad, and all in relation to what may be called 
chance, i.e. the amount of obtainable light, formal energy, natural 
disposition, and external circumstances of every kind, under which 
head must come that increase or decrease of general energy for 
which we are not accountable. Morality, in the sense of personal 
morality, may either be self-conscious or not so. It wills the end 
explicitly and directly as a moral end, as one not outside the heart 
and inner will, and, so far, it is self-conscious. Or again, it wills the 
end for its own sake, simply and directly, and, so far, not as an end 
within the heart and will; and further, it need not always even be 
aware that it is acting righdy: in these cases it is not self-conscious. 
But morally considered one morality is not higher than the other. 

Personal morality, then, is the process of the assertion of the ideal 
self, considered not directly as the position of its content, but with 
respect to the intensity of the process as will. And it must be taken 
in relation to natural energy, disposition, and all circumstances; and 
again with respect to the intensity of the negation of the false self, 
since this negation is an inseparable element. It further includes the 
willing of psychical changes in the seif, in the way of systematiz¬ 
ation, since these are means to the assertion of the ideal, and the 
negation of the bad self, And the ground and result of morality is 
habit or state, which answers to process as its psychical embodiment 
and basis, and which, as standing will in a man for good, is virtue, 
just as the habitual will for bad is vice. 

Or otherwise, morality is the systematization of the self by the 
realization therein of the ideal self as will; such ideal taking its con¬ 
tent from (i) the objective realized will, (2) the not yet realized 
objective will, (3) an ideal, the content of which can not (without 
going beyond morality) be realized as objective will. 

It is the process of self-realization from one point of view, i.e. as 
the negation of the will which has a content other than the true 
content of the self, and the affirmation of the will whose content ts 
that ideal in which alone the self can look for true realization. 
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And being ^ process, involving a contradiction as the sine qua non 
of its existence, it tries to realize the for ever un-rea!, and it does 
desire its own extinction, as mere morality, in desiring the suppres¬ 
sion of its finitude. 1 

Morality is approximative; and, before we proceed, we must learn 
more accurately how this is to be understood. The reader, recalling 
our criticism of the Hedonistic chief good (pp. 97-8 [of Ethical 
Studies]), may now object that the contradiction we discovered there 
is inherent in all morality; that in all we aim at a mart we do not 
hit, and endeavour to get nearer to an impossibility. We must try 
to clear up this matter. 

(1) That in morality we fail altogether to realize the end is not 
true. If it were so we should not be moral. In our hearts and lives 
the ideal seif is actuallv carried out, out will is made one with it 
and does realize it, although the bad self never disappears and the 
good self is incoherent and partial. ‘Well but’, comes the objection, 
‘Hedonism can say this too. There too the end is partially realized. 
Not so, we reply. Asking for this partial reality, we are told to look 


The doctrine that nothing is good but the Good Will is dearly untenable. There 
are excellences for which we admire this or that man which yet cannot fairly be 
brought under the Good Will - health, strength, luck, and, still more, beauty. 
These are in various senses admirable, and, if so, desirable; and, if so, they surely 
must be good, though certainly nor so morally. Again, when, and so far as, moral 
goodness becomes instinctive and natural, we do not admire it less, but often more. 
It tends to become good as the beautiful is good - to KOtXov [wood or kindling]. 

We cannot, as to goodness, identify the man with his morality if we take that in 
the strict sense. And this obviously raises the question bow the morality stands to 
the man, how far rhev do not coincide, and how the man comes to have the Good 
Will which he has, or which (we are tempted tu say) falls to his lot. 

The moral judgement is here in a difficulty, and is not consistent. It mainly 
identifies the man with his moral goodness or badness, so far as this is willed or 
comes from will in the past. It tends so to judge the man, but it also tends to make 


time allowances, , ■„ , . 

In the main it does not raise the question how the man comes to will or not to 
vill or how in one man the will is able to be victorious, in another man nor lhc 
nan ir or is no! so, as to his moral will, however wc take that, lc. whether as 

;trutnOe only or as success. . » , 

Hitt ho* such or such a moral Mill is allotted to such or such a man, and on what 
principle (if any), morality does not ask. And yet to make the allotment come from 
[he Will would clearly be ridiculous, as the fact that the Will, or so much Will, there 
must ‘come first’, and cannot follow from the Will before that istherc^ 

Hence moral imputation in the end breaks down in P^cip'cOyouiakeita 
ultimate and final), and we see this in the 'allowances made nmn By, » ™ 
agam in the religious point of view i.e. the Grace of Go al the dtfference 

between one man and another ‘There, but fur the Grace of God, goes -&c. 
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at that fraction of the sum of pleasures which has been reached; and 
we say at once, that is not actual at all; in that you have got nothing 
whatever. The past is past, and to hue had a feeling is not to have 
it; so that in ordinary Hedonism I do but try to heap up what dies 
in the moment of its birth, and can not thus get nearer to the 
possession of anything" In morality on the other hand the past is 
present now irt the will, and the will is the reality of the good. 
Common Hedonism can not say this. 

(2) But the question remains, Does not morality pursue a fallacious 
object? Is it not a mere quantitative approach to zero? We answer, No 
it is a great deal more. On the side of the bad self the moral end is 
certainly to produce the nothingness of that, and mere negative mor¬ 
ality is destroyed by our objector’s question. But, as we have 
explained above (p. 234 oiEthical Studies [and p. 114 of this volume]), 
true morality is the positive assertion of the good will. It aims then, 
we may say, at the zero of morality as suck (i. e. as struggle against the 
bad), but not at the zero of the positive will for good. 

(3) But, let this be as it may, is not morality the approximation 
to an endless quantity; does it not labour in vain for the false infi¬ 
nite? Again we say, No. The moral end is not a sum of units; it is 
qualitative perfection. What I want is not mere increase of quantity; 
but, given a certain quantum of energy in my will, I desire the 
complete expenditure of that in behalf of the ideal. The object is 
for me to become an infinite whole by making my will one with an 
infinite whole. The size of the whole, as such, is not considered at 
all. It is true that, though mere quantity is not the end, yet the end 
implies quantity. Perfect good means zero of badness, and zero of 
neutral or un-developed energy. Hence degrees of advance to moral 
perfection can be measured by the lessening extent of the non-moral 
and the immoral. But the suppression of these negatives as such is 
not the end; and though the good will can legitimately be considered 
from one point of view as a number of units of a certain sort of 
energy, yet mere size is not the essence of the matter, and to say 
that moral perfection must rise and fall with the addition or subtrac¬ 
tion of such units would be absolutely false. 

These questions at every point have done their best to draw us 
beyond our depth into the abstract metaphysic which in the end 

" See note, p- £4 |of Ethical .SWitfl- 
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thev turn upon. And now we come to one v\ hich threatens to 
involve us more deeply, and our answer to which must remain 
superficial. What sense have the words ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ when 
applied to morality? 

(i) In the strict meaning of ‘moral’ we have discussed this above 
(pp. 237-8 [of Ethical Studies and pp. 117-18 of this volume]). 
Strictly speaking, a higher stage in historical progress is not more 
moral than a lower stage. For in personal morality we consider not 
the relative completeness of the ideal aimed at, but the more or less 
identification of a given sum of energy with the particular ideal. 
And on this head we have dwelt as long as seemed necessary. 

{2) But in the wider sense of ‘moral’ there is a question which 
we have not properly discussed. If human history is an evolution 
(p. 189 foil, [of Ethical Studm}), how is one stage of it morally 
higher than another? For in one sense the European certainly is 
morally a higher being than the savage. He is higher, because the 
life he has inherited and more or less realized is nearer the truth of 
human nature. It combines greater specification with more complete 
homogeneity. And he is higher morally, not only because the good 
will is better according as the type it aims at is truer, but also 
because that stage of the progressive realization of human nature 
from which the European gets his being is the historical product of 
a will which in the main was for good, and now ar any rate is the 
present living embodiment of the good will. Thus if we hold that 
in evolution one stage is higher than another, we can say also that 
ore stage is more moral than another. But (as before) in the strict 
sense general human progress is not moral, because it abstracts from 
the collision of good and bad in the personal self. 

And here we might perhaps stop, did not a fresh question irre¬ 
sistibly intrude. Is there such a thing as progress* Does not progress 
mean the perpetual 'more', the would-be approximation to an end¬ 
less sum? And, if so, is not progress the illusion of a journey in the 
direction of a figment? An infinite quantity we have seen to be a 
self-contradiction, and the advance towards it fallacious; so that 
‘more’ does not come anv nearer to ‘most’. In comparison of intin- 
itv, all finite sums are equal. When you ask for the difference 
between each and the infinite, in order to compare these differences 
one with the other, you get in even ease the same answer, Between 
the infinite and each finite alike there is a quantity, about which in 
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no case can we say more than that it is not any finite sum. Thus 
against the infinite there is no difference between the finites, and 
we feel the full force of the objection. Progress in the sense of an 
advance towards the perfect seems to be a sheer illusion. 

True, we can fall back on our thesis that the end is the true 
infinite, the complete identity of homogeneity and specification {p. 
74 [of Ethical Studies]). This we can insist is not a quantity, and 
may repeat that into the definition of perfection mere size does not 
enter at all. But still the difficulty remains. Within the process of 
evolution the higher is defined as that which is more intensely homo¬ 
geneous in a greater specification, and it does seem as if higher and 
lower were in the end reducible to quantity, extensive or intensive, 
since the higher man is the man who has more of the truth of human 
nature. For take an example; suppose a man to be perfectly self- 
contained and homogeneous, and then to get what are called higher 
qualities, and so become less self-contained. Is not this an advance, 
and an advance because a getting morel Is not a wider and deeper 
truth a higher truth: And is it not higher because you have some¬ 
thing beside what you had before, or more of something of which 
before you had less? And is not, once again, the conclusion from 
all this that progress is an illusory quantitative advance towards a 
fiction? 

How can we escape? Will it do to say that the higher is such 
because it contains the lower as an element in a larger whole; and 
that the lower is such because, from the point of view of the higher, 
it is limited and narrow, and a position in which the higher would 
be in contradiction with itself? But is not the question here once 
more, If quantity is not to be considered, why is the more inclusive 
position higher? 

I know of no answer but this, that the perfect is that m which 
we can rest without contradiction, that the lower is such because it 
contradicts itself, and so is forced to advance beyond itself to 
another stage, which is the solution of the contradiction that existed 
in the lower, and so a relative perfection. 1 * If there is a whole which 
is not finite, and if this whole exists in the finite, the reader will see 
at once that the finite must be discrepant, not only with what is 


On this point see [F- H. Bradley, Lstays <m truth and Reality, Oxford, Clarendon 
Press, 193s; Chapter VIII. 
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outside itself, but also with itself. The movement towards the solu¬ 
tion of this contradiction consists in the extension of the lower so 
as to take in and resolve its conflicting elements in a higher unity. 
And this is the reason why the advance consists in greater specifica¬ 
tion and more intense homogeneity, and therefore, to a certain 
extent, can be measured by quantity. On this view the higher is 
above the lower, not because it contains a larger number of units, 
but because it is the harmony of those elements which in the lower 
were a standing contradiction. And this conclusion 1 will ask the 
reader to take, not as positive doctrine, but as matter for his reflec¬ 
tion. 

But if any one says he must go further, and objects, Well, but in 
every stage the whole is realized, and in no stage is it realized free 
from alt contradiction, It is actual and complete in the one as in the 
other 

As full, as perfect, in a hair as heart, 

As full, as perfect, in vile man that mourns, 

As the rapt seraph that adores and burns; 

To him no high, no low, no great, no small; 

He fills, he bounds, connects, and equals all, 4 

here I confess I can not follow, nor, if I could, would my theme 
allow of it. For the moral point of view holds good only mthin the 
process of evolution. 

The question, Is evolution or progress the truth from the highest 
point of view ? raises problems which nothing but a system of meta- 
phvsic can solve. We are forced to believe in the many, we can not 
help believing in the one; and, whether we desire it or not, these 
thoughts come together in our minds, and we say, The process of 
change is the truth. Is then process, still more is evolution, what 
we can think without contradicting ourselves? To whom in England 
can we go for an answer! And yet one might have thought that a 
part of the energy now spent in preaching the creed of evolution 
would well have been spent on the inquiry, What in the end h 
process in general, and, in particular, what is evolution? Is it, or is 
it not, a self-contradiction? And, if it is, what conclusions follow? 


a Alexander Pope ‘An tssay on Man', Poewat Works, ed. Herbert 

15 avies (London, Oxford University Press, iqbb), lines 2SS-7 2 
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But dogma is more pleasant than criticism, and as yet we have no 
English philosophy whose basis is not dogmatic. 

But, whatever evolution may be, Ethics is confined within it. To 
ask what it is, is to rise above it, and to pass beyond the world of 
mere morality. 


6 

The Reality of the General Will 

B. BOSANQUET 

‘There is often a great difference between the witl of aJ] and the 
general will; the latter looks only to the common interest; the former 
looks to private interest, and is nothing but a sum of individual 
wills; but take away from these same wills the plus, and minus, that 
cancel one anorher, and there remains, as the sum of the differences, 
the general will.' ‘Sovereignty is only the exercise of the general 
will.” 

This celebrated antithesis, the statement of which I have trans¬ 
lated from Rousseau’s own words, has the effect of setting a prob¬ 
lem to which Rousseau himself scarcely finds an answer. The prob¬ 
lem is emphasised by the various reasons and indications which 
make it difficult to believe that the action of any community is a 
mere sum of the effects of wholly independent causes operating on 
a number of separate individual minds. No doubt, the action of a 
community sometimes is, and often appears to be, the sum of effects 
of such independent causes. One man gives a certain vote because 
he hates Mr. A.; another man gives the same vote because he thinks 
Mr. B. will do something for his trade; and a third gives the same 
vote because of some one out of a thousand possible social reforms 
which he thinks the man he is voting for will help or will hinder, 
as the case may be. Now, assuming these causes to be independent 
of one another, the direction in which they will sum up is a question 
of chance. Of course it is determined by causation, but it is not 
determined by any general cause, corresponding to a general 

' Rousstau, Cnntuti Social, Book li., chap i and chap. iii. 
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element in the result which takes place. As related to the separate 
causes in operation, the general character of that result is a coinci¬ 
dence or matter of chance. 

And this is, in fact, how Rousseau seems to regard it, and he 
therefore suggests what is practically, I should imagine, just the 
wrong method for eliminating private interest and getting at the 
general will. Let the citizens all vote as independent units, not 
organising themselves in groups or adjusting their views by private 
communication, and then, he thinks, as I understand him, the gen¬ 
eral interest will assert itself, as any general cause does in the elimin¬ 
ation of chance among a great number of counteracting independent 
causes; that is, as he says, the independent causes, if present in 
sufficient numbers, may be expected to cancel, and the general cause 
will have a visible effect in deciding the question. If private interests 
are equally balanced, the public interest will affect some minds on 
both sides enough to turn the scale. This element of regard to the 
public interest is what he calls the general will, as distinct from the 


will of all. 

I do not think that this view is false; but it is not adequate to the 
action of a very complex society with elaborate constructive tasks 
before it. It is rather adapted to a plebiscite on a single question, in 
which the general will is represented by a conscious though feeble 
inclination to what is admittedly the public interest. The discour¬ 
agement of discussion and of organisation in groups, which he 
insists on in order to keep the chances fair, i.e. to keep all the private 
interests independent of one another, would make all complicated 
legislation impossible, and is quite incompatible with the method 
which I shall maintain, that necessity prescribes for the formation 
of the general will. He so far admits this, that the ideal legislator is 
for him a person outside the community, who interprets the general 


will into a system of laws, _ 

What we have got then, so far, is a problem or a paradox: tne 
idea of a will whose sole aim is the common interest, although it 
can exist as a will only in the minds of the human individuals who 
make up the community, and all of whom are for the most part 
occupied with their own individual interests. There is no social 
brain other than and separate from the brain of individuals, and 
because we seldom face this difficulry My, great modem 
gospel, that society is an organism, is becoming a little stale before 
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it has rendered us the one service which it might perhaps be able 
to render - that is, to make us ask ourselves in what properties or 
relations of individuals in society there resides anything correspond¬ 
ing on behalf of society to the brain or mind of each separate indi¬ 
vidual. We know that many not contemptible people speak of the 
individual members of any community as mostly fools, and say that 
the wise and those who are in the right are always in the minority, 
and that the ordinary man picks up his opinions out of a newspaper, 
and adjusts them by conversation with two or three other persons 
no better informed than himself. The expressions, more or less in 
this sense, of so eminent a writer as Mr. Bryce, in bis discussion of 
Public Opinion in the third volume of the work on the American 
Commonwealth were what I had chiefly in my mind when I 
resolved to try and examine this paradox, which in that discussion 
Mr. Bryce fully recognises. No candid man can altogether, I think, 
deny the judgments to which I am referring, so far as they deal 
with the general capacity for intellectual processes in unfamiliar 
matter. Mr. Bryce indeed tries to blunt the paradox by pointing out 
that the so-called educated classes are not especially fitted, by the 
training which has hitherto been customary, for dealing with 
important practical questions; but this does not help us to see how 
the bulk of the community are able and willing to deal rightly with 
such questions in the common interest. If the majority of separate 
individuals are, on any question immediately put before them, more 
likelv to miss the common interest than to hit it, both from blind¬ 
ness and from selfishness, which cannot practically be distinguished, 
why does not society come to grief? Aristotle says that all the citi¬ 
zens taken together may have more wisdom than any one. 2 Is there 
any meaning in this? 

Is it true that the intelligent pursuit by the individual of his 
private interests necessarily in the system of things conduces to the 
preservation of the community? Not if we mean by his private inter¬ 
ests merely certain aims which are definitely before his mind, which 
he might tell you are the ruling objects of his life. On the other 
hand, if we say that the pursuit of his private interests as , on the 

; James Knee, The American Cemvtomeahh (London. Macmillan, 188S), vol. lit, 

‘The Tyranny of the Majority' Second edition, published in two volumes, i»8p, 

3 Aristotle^ Pofcir t, ed. Stephen F.verson (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 

iq 38 ), Book III, chapter n, iad 11139 ff ' 
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whole, he pursues them, conduces to the preservation of the com¬ 
munity, that is pretty much a tautology. 

What necessity is there that this mode of action and judgment 
should have in it any general reference whatever? When and why is 
the general will a reality within individual wills? 

I have taken some time to state the paradox, because I think that 
the facts which it indicates are of extreme importance, even if the 
explanation offered is inadequate. 1 will now attempt an explanation, 
borrowing in some degree the ideas of modern psychology. 

By an individual will I mean a human mind considered as a 
machine, of which the parts are ideas or groups of ideas, all tending 
to pass into action, but liable to be counteracted or again to he 
reinforced by each other. The groups of ideas are connected with 
each other by associations of all degrees of intimacy, but each is, 
for the most part, capable of being awakened into action by the 
appropriate stimulus without awakening more remotely associated 
groups, and the will, for the time being, consists of those ideas 
which are guiding attention and action. The ideas are not thrown 
together anyhow, but ate more or less organised; some being of a 
nature which enables them to serve as a clue or plan in which others 
find their places, and in a sense every group of ideas might be called 
a single idea, and all that there is in the mind has the character of 
a single idea - that is to say, all its parts are connected in various 
degrees, and more or less subordinated to some dominant ideas 
which, as a rule, dictate the place and importance of the others. We 
know what a ruling idea is: it is one that has got the control of the 
mind, and subordinates all the other ideas to itself. This mental 
system, with its dominant ideas in relation to external action, is the 
individual will. 

Now, at first sight all these individual wills, or minds in action, 
are separate machines, locked up in separate boxes, each with its 
indicator outside, and the response which each of them will make 
to a stimulus from without is determined by its own structure, 
which is again determined by its own private history. If we go no 
further than this we seem not to get any hint of a general will, but 
only a sum of individual wills, which need not have any reference 

to each other’s ideas. ... . 

But we can perhaps go behind this, 1 he individual will is shaped 
by its dominant ideas. What, on the whole, determines which ideas 
get the upper hand 5 The answer seems to be that the ideas which 
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tend to be victorious are those distinguished by logical capacity; 
because they are especially able to marshal the content of conscious¬ 
ness in a way suitable to themselves, checking and defeating the 
ideas that cannot be brought into their system, and reinforcing 
themselves by those that can. All practical action tends to give the 
victory to such ideas as these, while modifying and extending them. 
Any suggestion which enables you to deal with matter that you have 
to arrange is maintained in vour mind and reinforced by the suc¬ 
cessful action to which it leads, and receives new content, which it 
embodies in itself, from the combinations which arise in carrying it 
out. Other suggestions, that ‘would not do’, as we say, are driven 
out and disappear. Still, all this is a play of ideas within the individ¬ 
ual mind locked up in its separate box. 

But now, does the quality which makes certain ideas dominant 
in one individual mind ensure their having any relation to the ideas 
which are dominant in other individual minds? Under certain con¬ 
ditions, clearly this is the case. These conditions are, in brief, com¬ 
munity of life and of experience. Ideas do not spring from no¬ 
where; they are the inside which reflects the material action and real 
conditions that form the outside. So that the common life shared 
bv the members of a community involves a common element in 
their ideas, not merely in their notions of things about them, though 
this is very important, but more especially in the dominant or 
organising ideas which rule their minds. For the matter which is 
before their minds to be organised consists in great measure of con¬ 
nections between persons, and life simply cannot go on unless the 
organising ideas in different people’s minds with reference to these 
connections correspond definitely to one another. This is, of course, 
a truism, except that it is not always driven home with reference to 
the actual shape and content which it implies in individual minds. 
It may be said this only means that different persons’ minds in 
the same country have a good deal in common; it does not mean 
that they participate in any conception nf a common interest, but 
merelv that thev are influenced in the same way by the same appeal, 
with a certain general result, which is no more m each of them than 
the waving of a field of com before the wind is in each separate 
stalk of corn. Well, this comparison is just for some cases, - or the 
case of a mob, for instance, when they act as one man, under the 
influence of an identical sentiment of anger or cupidity. This is an 
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irrational form of the general will, as a burst of feeling is of the 
individual will; but it is definitely general in so far as it is owing to 
the operation of the same sentiment in all the minds at once. 

But there are stronger cases than this. Just as the material 
working of any industry or institution is not complete in a single 
person, but consists in corresponding though different actions of 
different persons, so it is with the dominating ideas which in differ¬ 
ent individual minds represent this working. Therefore, if we could 
see these minds, which are locked up in boxes tolerably like each 
other on the outside, we should perceive that each of them bears 
quite a definite reference to the others outside itself; in short, it is 
not really a complete machine, as the body, though to some degree 
marked and moulded by its habitual occupation, appears to be, hut 
is only part of a machine, of which the other parts are the minds of 
other persons with whom the first is in connection. The proof of 
this lies in the fact that external life is organised, which organisation 
again consists in the fact that the dominant ideas of the persons 
who participate in this life constitute, when taken together, a 
machine whose parts play into one another. 

Then we may identify the general will of any community with 
the whole working system of dominant ideas which determines the 
places and functions of its members, and of the community as a 
whole among other communities. The system is never quite har¬ 
monious; re-adjustment is always going on, but the direction of this 
readjustment is determined by the forces in collision together with 
the other forces of the machine. Both the more important workings 
of the machine, and especially the direction of its readjustment, are 
the most familiar expression of the general will. But the general will 
itself is the whole assemblage of individual minds, considered as 
a working system, with parts corresponding to one another, and 
producing as a result a certain life for all these parts themselves. 

Such a conception seems illusory, because it is hard to define 
exactly where the thing which it describes begins and ends; but 
reallv in modern philosophv nothing can be parted sharply at the 
point of transition; it is enough if the central phenomena in each 
region are clear and distinguishable. 

I will mark it off by three negatives. 

The genera] will cannot be identified with the decision of a com¬ 
munity by vote upon any single issue. Every such decision is an 
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expression or consequence of the general will, but needs interpret¬ 
ation in order to say what direction of movement it really rep¬ 
resents. In short, the general will is a system in motion, and cannot 
be expressed in a single proposition. And no system of voting can 
secure its expression, because it does not exist in a form that can 
be embodied in a vote. 

Again, the general will is not identical with public opinion, con¬ 
sidered as a set of judgments w hich form the currently expressed 
reflection upon the course of affairs. It may include these current 
notions or part of them, but it certainly includes much more, 
because the ideas that dominate the will do not always appear trt 
reflection, or at least not with the importance which they have in 
life. The general will is more a system of wills than a system of 
reflections, and appears in action quite as much as in discussion. 

Again, it is not merely the de facto tendency of all that is done 
by members of the community, though it is much more like this 
than like a vote or a set of opinions. It u to a great extent a de facto 
tendency, but only in so far as this tendency reveals active ideas 
with reference to the connection of persons or groups of persons. 
Other tendencies than these do not directly concern the organisation 
of life, and therefore do not directly form part of the active scheme 
of society. 

Take two examples from opposite extremes in mental develop¬ 
ment. An agricultural labourer thinks, I suppose, chiefly about 
making bis living and supporting his family. His choice of where 
he will work and what kind of farm work pays him best does not 
greatly affect the nature of his connection with other people, being 
all within the same general scheme. But, although he does not 
reflect - or even if he does not reflect - on this general scheme, yet 
it is represented in the shape of his mind - that is, in his customary 
active ideas, and in their limitations. Mow, these active ideas of his 
in their general character - i.e. the general character and limits of 
what he is prepared to do and to expect with reference to other 
persons, - this is the factor of the general will operative in his mind. 
It is acted on bv his daily life, and rests upon that life; but it is 
rather the outline or scheme of that life than the every-day details 

of it. . . , 

A dramatic poet, again, will exercise his conscious choice about 

his subjects and his form of writing, and so forth. All this makes 
no direct difference to other people, and they cannot directly help 
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him in it. Society cannot write a play. But if, for example, a school 
of really great dramatists were to arise in England to-day, the result 
might be to remould the working ideas in their own and other 
minds. The theatre would force itself, as a matter to be taken 
account of, into the mental systems of individuals, and in doing so 
would modify their dominant notions as to the place of art in 
national life, and so there would be a tendency of one kind or 
another which would enter into the active scheme or logical machine 
of social relations as a factor in the general will. 

A.fter these three negatives, I will say affirmatively that we may 
identify the general will with public opinion in a pregnant sense; 
not as consisting in the things said in the newspapers, but as the 
actual tendency of the whole process in which the necessary organ¬ 
ising ideas of all individual minds in the community are factors. 

The corollary from these suggestions, which is chiefly of interest 
to us, concerns the process of formation uf the general wilt, or of 
public opinion in this pregnant sense. 

It is not essentially superficial nor sentimental. It is essentially 
logical. 

What is the root of the whole matter 5 It is nothing less than the 
correspondence with each other of the shapes taken by separate 
minds, each under the stress of its particular experience giving the 
victory to those ideas which are able to grapple with the matter 
pressed upon it. If the external life of the community works as a 
system, then this internal life must work as a system also; the one 
reflects the other. 

Therefore, though it seems, as we said, as though most people 
are wrong when they express their opinions, and as if they pick 
them up from hearsay or from newspapers by sheer chance, this 
is to a great extent a mere appearance. Every person who does 
anything which is a necessary function in the community has in 
virtue of this function, which is mirrored in the shape of his 
leading active ideas, a definite position in the logical system of 
the community. So far as his mind reflects the real necessities 
of his active hfe he is on solid ground, and his will is so far a 
factor in the general will, because his life - which is his wiU 
seen from the outside - is a factor in the general life. If we all 
understood our own active ideas completely and rightly in 
relation to those of others, then we should have the whole general 
will in our explicit consciousness. 
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But, as it is, no individual ever tan have this, for two principal 
reasons: - 

First, we are never thoroughly aware even of our own practical 
ideas. The will is a great mass of associated ideas guiding attention 
and action, of which very different portions come into play in differ¬ 
ent contexts, and our description of which in general language, how¬ 
ever honest we are, is not infallibly true, but, just like our descrip¬ 
tion of any complicated phenomenon outside us, depends on our 
skill, patience, and truthfulness. Nothing is commoner than to suc¬ 
ceed in telling a man something about his own conscious action 
which he really did not know till you told him. Especially, the 
nature of practical ideas consists very much in their limitations, and 
of these, except by intellectual self-criticism, we are not aware. A 
man may honestly believe that he has no prejudice against perfect 
social equality, and a short cross-examination will often show him 
that he has a strong prejudice of the kind. We are not conscious, 
either of all the influences active in our will, or of its limitations. 

Secondly, no one, not the greatest statesman or historical philos¬ 
opher, has in his mind, even in theory, much less as a practical 
object, the real development in which his community is moving. In 
modern philosophy the contrast between man and nature is apt to 
be far too sharply drawn at this point, as if the whole moral world 
was consciously constructed by man. In very great men the relation 
of conscious purpose to historical result seems sometimes - as in 
Cavour, for example - to be considerable; but, on the whole, we are 
to the structure of legal, political, and economic organisation like 
coral insects to a coral reef. All these things, and the body of science 
itself are on one side natural products - that is to say, that, although 
conscious purpose works in them, the effect it produces is always 
part of a system which is more than any particular agent intended. 
The process always needs the future to explain its real tendency^ 
Thus the general will is only in part self-conscious, and in as far 
as an attempt is made to formulate it in judgments it seems to 
become fallible. For then it ceases to be fact, and becomes interpret¬ 
ation of fact. , , 

Still, it is important, in thinking of the formation of the general 

will with a view to its interpretation, to remember what kind of facts 
it consists of. The solid basis for everyone is in his own practical wil 
determined by the real necessities of his life in discharging a func- 
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tion in society, The process of interpretation and rationalisation of 
this will is then technically a process of criticism - that is to say, 
of adjusting the bearings of our whole view of life to the solid data 
of our own necessary working ideas in relation to those of others. 

Now, this process again is not entirely conscious, It has two 
forms - practical organisation and reflective discussion. In practical 
organisation, ideas adjust themselves to each other without con¬ 
sciousness of anything beyond an immediate daily purpose, and it 
is only after a long interval that people wake up and find perhaps 
the entire relations of classes and of industry changed as it were in 
their sleep. This practical organisation is probably the most import¬ 
ant phase in the formation of the general will. Of course it includes 
conflict within the law. And the second phase, discussion, if it is to 
be of any service, ought really to be the same thing in a reflective 
form - that is, contrivance, organisation, ascertainment by criticism 
of solid data, consisting in reasonable necessities, and their adjust¬ 
ment in a working system, such as to satisfy them all. 

Now, of course these two processes pass into one another, and 
will more and more do so. And the two together really make up a 
very great part of life, so far as the persons concerned participate 
in a common experience. Every person is thus always being 
moulded into a logical unit much more than he is aware, and the 
casual opinions which he expresses do not really represent the con¬ 
tent of his will or the process by which it is formed. 

We must modify the theory to admit of our belonging to more 
than one community. The different ideas which rule us in different 
relatio is allow easily of this. The communities to which we belong 
are nt w like a nest of boxes inside one another; but we cannot 
effectivetv share the general will of any community with which we 
have no common life and experience. Whether humanity can yet be 
said to have a general will is at least doubtful. 

I do not think I am trenching on practical politics if I illustrate the 
importance which I attach to the unconscious or semi-conscious logic 
of life in contact with our neighbours by a reference to Mr. Hare’s 
election scheme, the essence of which is that the constituency is de¬ 
localised. 3 I once spoke of this to the late Professor Green, being 


’ Thomas Wright first suggested a system of proporoonal repnsenm.oi. with a 
single transferable vote .n i&i. Modifications were made by C. C. G Andraem 
lS J 5 in order to accommodate the secret ballot. Thomas Hare put forward a 
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myself much fascinated by its ingenuity, and He replied, ‘I rather 
despise all those schemes for detaching people from their locality.’ 
Mill, on the other hand, in th t Autobiography, speaks of it, wererilem- 
ber, as a real triumph of political contrivance. 4 

What I desire to point out is merely that, for good or evil, I think 
men would judge quite differently, acting under such a scheme, 
from the way in which they judge when they act in their locality. 
Everything depends on the context to which one’s views and action 
have to be adjusted. If you have to fight out a set of opinions in 
practice and in discussion among your neighbours, that is quite a 
different process from letting the returning officer look out a few 
thousand people in Great Britain who happen to agree with you on 
a single point. In the one case your whole life is really an argument, 
both unconscious and conscious, with reference to the general 
working scheme of society. In the other case you simply pronounce 
a single casual reflective judgment. It appears to me an apt illus¬ 
tration of the general or organic will as contrasted with the will of 
all as a number of units. 

I do not sav that locality is a necessary condition, I only say that 
it is a simple case of the necessary 7 condition, of which there may 


be other cases. 

Well, then, how does all this apply to matters uf very special 
information either about distant countries or about the technique of 
management in difficult concerns, which the community as a whole 
undertakes? Here, no doubt, Mr. Bryce’s account becomes much 
more true. We know what sort of life we want for ourselves and 
others, but we are not generally competent to construct it m unfam¬ 
iliar relations. In our own life, as I have tried to explain, the thing 
works itself out by a self-adjusting process, because, whether we 
know what is wanted or not, we ourselves are the want, and behave 
accordingly. 


number of variations between 1857 and 1873 Minomy reprewitatwn although 
} consequence of the scheme, was not its primary purpose Hare saw the scheme 
as an exercise in character bidding. The aim was to maxim.se both freedom and 
responsibility in the choice of representatives without geographical restrictions. 
Voters could cast a vote for any candidate in the county. See End Ukeman, 
Haw Democracies Vote (London, Faber, 197+: 4 * «"■)■ « 7-8 
' Mill thought the scheme a great advance in the progress of democracy, answ ering 
as it did the problem of ‘giving to a numerical m^n.yaUpower, mstead of only 
1 power proportional its numbers .’ John Stuart Mill, Autobiography (London, 
Oxford University Press, 1958), 219. 
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The result is, then, that the general will is a process continuously 
emerging from the relatively unconscious into reflective conscious¬ 
ness. And the reflective consciousness does its work best when it as 
nearly as possible carries on, in self-criticism and adjustment of 
purposes, the same moulding of the individual mental system, as 
part of a machine in which other mental systems correspond to it, 
as goes on unconsciously in the formation of the everyday practical 
will. 

Is the view which I have suggested hostile to the theoretical study 
of social conditions? 1 should be very sorry if anything that 1 have 
said appeared to have such a tendency. But it is not a bad thing to 
bear in mind that all knowledge, whether practically or theoretically 
employed, is only real and vital when it is the extension of a process 
like that which I have been describing. Books cannot contain knowl¬ 
edge in a perfectly vita! form; they are rather instruments or mater¬ 
ials of knowledge" than knowledge itself. In this science differs from 
fine art; poetry, for example, is destroyed if we destroy the particu¬ 
lar form which it has in a book; but knowledge hardly exists for us 
till we have destroved the form which it has in a book. It must be 
recast in the intelligence, - that is, interpreted and criticised bit by 
bit till we have made it all of one tissue with our own vital experi¬ 
ence - our experience of the matter in question in its most real 
form, whatever that may be, whether given in observation only, or 
in practice as well. When this is accomplished, and not before, the 
knowledge is really knowledge - that is, it is present as intelligence 
in our view of life or nature, and not as a recollection of something 
printed in a book. Such intelligence, however wide-reaching, always 
begins at home, both in social matter and in abstract science, there 
is always some point where we are more especially in contact with 
reality, and from which we extend our ideas by analogy. In all social 
matters this point is furnished by our own necessarily dominant 
ideas prescribed by our individual life. Therefore, I say that all vital 
speculation is a process analogous to that which I have described as 
the formation of the general wilt, and speculation upon social mat- 
ten is actually an extension of this process, ultimately radiating 
from the same centre. The end of the whole inquiry is to under¬ 
stand life, and we are not likely to understand any other life untd 
after we have understood that which is at our doors. 
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In times past government has generally meant the rule of minorities 
over majorities. Even the most democratic governments of the 
ancient world were aristocracies of slave-owners. The free citizens 
of Athens were a democracy among themselves, but an aristocracy, 
if we think of all the human beings inhabiting Attica. And, even in 
cases where 'inhabitants’ and 'free citizens’ have been nearly con¬ 
vertible terms, cities and states governing themselves democratically 
have yet denied political rights to subject peoples. The free citizens 
of Uri allowed their bailiffs to rule despotically the inhabitants of 
the Ticino valley. Thus, the struggle for freedom has in the past 
generally been the struggle of the majority against a privileged min¬ 
ority. Where there has been no such struggle, this has been because 
the majority have acquiesced in their political subordination or have 
never yet awakened to a sense that anything else is possible except 
blind obedience to the one or the few. Such political torpor can 
continue more easily where all alike are the slaves of an absolute 
despot. Where the practices of free government (i.e., government 
by discussion, instead of government merely by force) prevail even 
among a limited number, an example is set, which the many in 
course of time will desire to imitate. It is therefore more dangerous 
for a republican than for a monarchical government to practise tyr¬ 
anny or claim exclusive privilege. The history of ancient Rome is 


‘ Reprinted from the international Journal tif Ethics {Philadelphia), January, i8gi. 
The substance of this paper was originally given as a lecture to an Ethical Society 
[For the publication details of this slightly reused version see p xhi]. 
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the history of a gradual extension of citizenship to those previously 
excluded, - an extension won by party struggles. 

Democracy, in the full modem sense, means the rule of the 
majority. For practical purposes the majority must be taken as, for 
the time being, the representative of all. If all cannot have their 
wishes gratified, it is the less evil to adopt the view of the greater 
number. This is democracy in its lowest terms; in its ideal it means 
a great deal more than a machine for carrying into effect the wishes 
of the majority. It may be urged that it is very absurd to expect the 
whole to yield to the decision of half plus one: and a democracy may 
limit itself by requiring that important changes can only take place 
with the consent of two-thirds or three-fourths of the persons 
voting or even of the persons entitled to vote. But no practical 
person will go so far as to require unanimity in large bodies. To 
expect unanimity, as is done in a Russian village community, 
belongs to a very crude stage of political thinking and is apt to mean 
the tyranny of the most obstinate. In judicial matters it is somewhat 
different; there may be good arguments for requiring unanimity in 
a jury, but I am not concerned to defend the English system. Yet, 
even with regard to that, one has heard of the Irishman who accused 
the other eleven of being ‘obstinate’; he knew how to assert the 
rights of minorities. Obstinacy is a very good thing in its way, as 1 
shall have occasion to point out afterwards: but, on the whole, one 
is likely to get a more rational expression of opinion by recognising 
the principle of ‘counting heads’. Thus there inevitably remains a 
minority whose wishes are overridden. Of course this minority may 
be a different one on different questions; but the effect of party 
government is to make a great number of questions run together. 

The claims of a minority to consideration may be merely a sur¬ 
vival of claims to exclusive privilege, The dethroned rulers may not 
‘give way with a good grace’, and may expect in a changed consti¬ 
tution to retain their old pre-eminence. The extent of the change, 
which has taken place, may be disguised from them by the way in 
which it has come about, as in those countries that have been fortu¬ 
nate enough to grow gradually out of one form into another. Birth 
and wealth, with the advantages of education and position which 
they may carry with them, give a person prestige in a community, 
however formally democratic it may be; but the person of birth 
or wealth may go on to demand an express recognition of his 


43 



Individualism, collectivism and the general mill 


advantages. Now such a claim on the part of a minority a democracy 
cannot recognise without defeating its very principle; and it may 
be questioned how far any such recognition ultimately benefits the 
minority itself. An express and formal superiority awakens jealousy 
and dislike ; 11 ’ 1 an actual superiority of any obvious kind gets in a 
democratic country abundant opportunities of asserting itself, - in 
the case of wealth only too abundant opportunities. 

It is a claim of a very different and more important kind which 
is made in Mill’s Liberty, - a claim for the minority, put forward, 
however, not so much on behalf of the interests of the minority 
themselves as on behalf of the future and general well-being of 
mankind . 2 All great movements of progress, it is pointed out, have 
begun with minorities; and thus, if the opinions and efforts of a 
minority are repressed and thwarted, progress may be hindered and 
future generations suffer. Others, again, go further and, echoing 
Carlyle’s words, urge that, as the population consists mostly of 
fools, to allow the majority to rule is to allow the fools to rule . 3 
Knowledge, except of the loosest and most meagre kind, is the pos¬ 
session only of the few; and so, it is argued, we must turn to the 
experts, and disregard the clamour of the many. 

h E.g., the Prussian 'three-class system’, according to which all primary voters are 
distributed into three classes according to the amount of direct taxes they pay,- 
classes of unequal size, but with equal voting power. The system was vigorously 
denounced by Lassalle. 

1 Ferdinand Johann Gottlieb Lassalle, referred to m footnote b, was a German 
labour leader who, tike Mar*, viewed liberalism as sn ideological mask that dis¬ 
guised sinister and vested capitalist interests. In 1863 he called for an independent 
lahour movement, and stare sponsored producers’ co-operatives, which in practice 
amounted to little. Lassallc's radicalism with regard to democratic voting rights 
disturbed some of the leaders of the Prussian left, as well as conservatives. 


Mill argues that the well being of humanity depends upon freedom of expression 
and opinion. He gives four grounds for his conclus.om First, an opinion con¬ 
demned to silence may in fact be true None of us arc infallible in our judgement, 
‘secondly even erroneous opinions may contain some truth, and being exposed to 
,o criticism or a clash of opinions, the truth of both sides may become clearer. 
Thirdly, even received truth that is genuinely true needs to be periodically sub¬ 
jected io criticism and is strengthened in the process And, fourthly, a doctrine 
hat is merely accepted may be in danger becoming a formal expression and of 
losing its meaning. J. S, Mill, On Liberty and Other iLrttmp, ed. Stefan Collim 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, tqSgl, 53-4- 
' Thomas Carlyle, ‘Democracy’, in Part and Prexm (London, ^Hlins nd h Carl^ 
argues that . . it is a dire necessity of Nature’s to bring in her aristocracies, 
her n£ST, even by forcible methods’, p. 238. 
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On this subject of the authority of the few and the many respect¬ 
ively considerable confusion show's itself every now and then. It 
may be as well to try to dear it up a little. On the one hand, it is 
undoubtedly true that scientific truth is scientifically known only by 
a few experts; others must accept it on their authority. On the other 
hand, there has always been a tendency to believe that the mass of 
mankind cannot be entirely in the wrong; that there must be some 
truth in what is generally believed. And the actual growth of democ¬ 
racy and of the democratic spirit might seem to have enormously 
increased the force of the authority of general consent. To escape 
from this apparent contradiction we must carefully distinguish 
between the grounds on which we accept scientific truth and the 
grounds on which we adopt practical maxims. The vast mass of 
mankind have believed that the sun goes round the earth, have 
believed in witchcraft, in ghosts, etc. And this universality of belief 
is sometimes urged as an argument in favour of the truth of such 
opinions. It does prove that the scientific disbeliever is bound to 
show, not merely that such beliefs are erroneous, but also how they 
can have arisen and become prevalent. In the case of the relation of 
sun and earth, that is easy enough. The popular view, which still 
survives as often as the most scientifically-minded person talks of 
sunrise and sunset, is the first obvious interpretation of the 
impressions of sense. And similarly (though the matter is often 
much more complex) a knowledge of the mental history of the 
human race - a knowledge enormously increased of late by the care¬ 
ful study of lower races — will explain the wide acceptance of beliefs 
which the growth of science tends to discredit. But in all such cases 
the minority of trained minds has an authority that does not belong 

to the majority of untrained minds. 

This legitimate authority of the expert is often used as an argu¬ 
ment that government must be in the hands of a select class. It is 
sometimes even used as an argument for an hereditary aristocracy, - 
which of course it does nut support at all. It might seem to support 
the rule of an intellectual aristocracy, if we could get together such 
a body, - Plato’s ‘philosopher kings’. On the strength of this argu¬ 
ment the Fellows of the Royal Society might claim to teach us 
lessons in the art of government. But the argument rests on a con¬ 
fusion between what is true for the intellect and what is practically 
expedient. If the majority of a people have a strong, though it may 
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seem to the educated observer a perfectly unreasonable, belief in 
monarchical institutions, - arc ready to die for their king, - then, 
however superior we many think republican institutions, it would 
be folly to impose them from without upon an unwilling people. It 
is of no use to give any people the best constitution (or what we 
think such) unless we convince them that it is the best, so that it 
becomes the best for them. All government is based upon opinion. 
This is the dictum of the cautious conservative Hume as well as of 
the democratic prophet Rousseau. Matters of detail can indeed be 
best decided by experts, and cannot be properly decided at all 
except by them (they must, however, be experts in the art of admin¬ 
istration, and not merely in some theoretical science). But the mass 
of a nation must be convinced of the value of the general principle 
which is being carried out; else what we might judge the most salu¬ 
tary changes will be ineffectual. Of course the existence of an insti¬ 
tution is often itself an important factor in producing the opinion 
favourable to it; but it is the favourable opinion, and not the mere 
legal existence of the institution, that makes the institution of any 
value. If the mass of a people believe a law to be unjust, it matters 
not that a few highly-cultured gentlemen at the head of affairs are 
perfectly satisfied of its justice; to the people it is an unjust law, 
and has none of the binding force of law on their sentiments and 
conscience.' And laws which people generally (I do not mean a few 
stray persons here and there) think it right to violate are producing 
the very opposite moral effect from that which good laws ought to 
produce. That this or that law or institution is suitable for us or the 
reverse is not a proposition of the same kind with the proposition 
that such and such things do or do not happen in the course of 
nature or history. That the Romans lived under such and such a 
constitution is a proposition, with regard to whose truth or false- 


ln practice the most difficult cases are those where legislation has to deal with 
some matter (e g. of health) on which none but the scientific espm can m the first 
instance form a sound judgement. It is only too possib e that democtolic siicieties 
mav through popular distrust of scientific opinion, fall w some respects behind 
societies under enlightened despotisms. The remedy » «<* despotism hut popular 
enlightenment. The scientific specialist is bound, therefore, by patriotism as well 
in the interests of his own science, to end what aid he can to that populansat.on 
of science from which be is too apt to recoil it is the sole ^nt'dote .o ignorance 
and pseudo-science. Those whom science neglects, fanaticism and quackery will 
claim for their own. 
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hood the opinion of the scientific historian outweighs any amount 
of popular belief or tradition. But that such and such a law or con¬ 
stitution is good for us is only true if wc think it so, after a fair 
trial. (The qualification is essential.) To use a familiar illustration, 
it is the wearer of the shoe that knows whether the shoe pinches. 
The scientific shoemaker alone may know why it pinches, and how 
to remedy the mischief. But if the scientific shoemaker were to 
convince you that the shoe did not pinch, he would convince your 
intellect only, if the shoe continued to hurt your foot; and you 
would be apt to go in future to the unscientific shoemaker who 
could give you comfort even without science. So it is with consti¬ 
tutions and laws. Those who have to wear them must judge whether 
or not they fit; and therefore they must have the decisive voice as 
to the general principles, though, as already said, details had better 
be left to the experts. Ends must be approved by the feeling of the 
many; the means must be chosen by the intellect of the few, This 
is, in fact, the raison d'etre of representative democracy, - the many 
choose the few to carry out their wishes. 

The distinctions - first, between scientific and practical matters, 
secondly, between judgments about ends and about means - may 
seem almost too obvious to need statement. But obvious distinctions 
are apt to be overlooked; and it is worth uttering truisms, if we can 
get rid of the fallacious argument that because the few may be wiser 
than the many, therefore the few should rule the many, otherwise 
than as their ministers and stewards. 

Those who are ready for all practical purposes to accept the will 
of the majority as decisive yet sometimes think it necessary to pro¬ 
pose various expedients for securing what is called the represen¬ 
tation of minorities’. The danger of the non-representation of min¬ 
orities seems to me to be a good deal exaggerated by Mill and other 
advocates of 'proportional representation’ and similar schemes. It 
would indeed not be difficult to make out a prima fane case for the 
absurdity of the whole system of representative government, if we 
attended merely to the arithmetical possibilities of its mechanism. 
Thus, in Great Britain, the determining power lies with the 
majority of a Cabinet, which is supported by a majority of the 


t Proposals for proportional representation had been introduced and defeated in the 
British Parliament in 187a and r888. 
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House of Commons, which is elected, it may he, by a hare majority 
of the electors; so that the representative system seems, when car¬ 
ried out, to defeat itself and to put power into the hands of a very 
small minority of the whole population, - ultimately perhaps into 
the hands of 'the odd man.’ But this seeming absurdity results from 
an abstract and artificial way of looking at the matter. The will of 
these few persons is only effective because they do represent (or at 
least did, at some time, represent) something very much more than 
a small fraction of the population. No scheme that can be con¬ 
structed by human ingenuity will make a representative chamber a 
quite perfect mirror of all the various sets of opinion in the com¬ 
munity. It is only a question of more or less; and, what is very 
important, any arrangement that is adopted must have the merit 
not merelv of being simple to work, hut of looking simple. Even 
the suspicion of trickery must be avoided. This is, of course, the 
great advantage of the system of equal electoral districts with single 
members, and ‘one man one vote’. Even so, it may indeed happen 
that a majority of the elected chamber may represent a minority of 
the electors, - if one party have extremely large majorities in some 
places and be defeated by extremely narrow majorities in others. 
Accidents of that sort will happen in the best regulated consti¬ 
tutions; but the chances arc, certainly, against their happening to 
anv very great extent. But when such arithmetical possibilities are 
insisted on, it is forgotten, in the first place, that each individual 
member has many other attributes besides being the member for 
so-and-so, and, in the second place, that there are elements in the 
living constitution of a country besides those written down by con¬ 
stitutional lawyers. An elected assembly is powerful indeed. It may, 
like the British Parliament, be legally ‘omnipotent’; and vet there is 
a power behind it, a power that acts not merely at the time of a 
general election, hut continuously, - the power of public opinion. 
The newspaper and the public meeting and the petition are real 
factors in a modern constitution. It is easy enough to see the defects 
of each of these organs of public opinion, easy enough to throw- 
ridicule upon them. But that is to miss their true significance. The 
newspaper ought to represent the power of intellect applied to prac¬ 
tical matters; it is too apt to represent largely the power of money - 
not merely the capital that is needed to float it, but the money that 
comes in through advertisements. The political and moral const- 
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quences of advertising would, however, be too long a story to begin 
now; to have named it may suffice. Then, as to public meetings: 
there are many people who scoff at them. ‘Got-up agitations’, 
‘power of the strongest lungs’, and so on. Those who talk in this 
way seem to forget that, though you may make a ‘flare-up’ with a 
few shavings and a lucifer-match, to keep up a steady heat you need 
coals as well. There cannot be such a thing as an agitation that lasts, 
grows, and for which people sacrifice a great deal, and which is 
nevertheless merely ‘got up’. A continuous agitation is not a cause 
but a symptom of discontent. Public meetings, petitions, pamphlets, 
newspaper articles, are, however imperfectly, organs of public 
opinion, and much better and more effective organs than assassin¬ 
ation or even than epigrams, which take their place in despotically 
governed countries." 

Where there exist such organs of public opinion and a tolerably 
sound, even though not ideally perfect, representative system, any 
minority which has really got life and vigour in it can make itself 
felt. 1 do not think that, if it were possible, it would be desirable to 
construct any political machinery for giving a prominent place to 
the opinions of minorities that will not take the trouble to assert 
and to spread these opinions. The all-important and essential right 
of minorities is the right to turn themselves into majorities if they 
can; this means freedom of the press, freedom of association, free¬ 
dom of public meeting. ‘Give me’, said Milton, ‘the liberty to know, 
to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all other 
liberties’. 5 Minorities that grumble at the whole world round them 
and have no desire and no hope of convincing other people are not 
a valuable factor in political or social life. They are, in all prob¬ 
ability, the decaying survivals of a past type, and not the first germs 
of a new. 

In a genuinely democratic government votes are nominally 
merely counted; in reality they are weighed. Not indeed in the sense 
that wisdom always weighs the heaviest - in what constitution, out- 


Public meetings, petitions, etc,, are indeed very rudimentary ‘organs’ of popular 
sovereignty compared with the Swiss ‘referendum’ and ‘initiative , which seem to 
work well ■ in Switzerland, at least. 


5 John Milton ‘Areopagitica: For the liberty of unlicensed printing’ in Areopagatca 
and Of FJncatitm, ed. K. M. Lea (London, Oxford University Press, 
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side Utopia, does that happen? - but in the sense that the energy 
and contagious enthusiasm of a few, who represent some living and 
growing idea, far outweigh the indifference and apathy of great 
numbers. Great movements begin with small minorities; but these 
minorities must consist of persons w ho wish to make others share 
their convictions. From this follows all that can be laid down in 
general terms about the rights and - what we are less apt to think 
of - the duties of minorities. 

The right of spreading one’s opinions implies two things, neither 
of which must be absent: first, certain legal and constitutional 
securities; and, secondly, a certain condition of public sentiment. 
Without the latter the former cannot be obtained unless exception¬ 
ally, as, for instance, under an enlightened despotism; and that is 
really no exception, for securities dependent on the strong will of 
one enlightened and big-minded man can hardly be called consti¬ 
tutional, and are an uncertain bulwark of liberty. On the other hand, 
without explicitly recognised legal safeguards public sentiment is a 
somewhat fickle protector of liberty. Outbursts of fear, fanaticism, 
and intolerance are only too possible; and a good deal may be said 
even for the merely moral force of a formal ‘declaration of rights. 
A people in its calm or its generous moments may well protect itself 
against its own lower moods: it is something to be able to appeal 
from the people drunk to the people sober. And the strong hand of 
the state is often needed to protect the individual against undue 
social pressure. 

I do not think that the subject of the ethics of toleration has ever 
been adequately treated. Toleration is often supposed to arise solely 
from indifference. This is nor the case. In fact, indifference makes 
toleration superfluous. Toleration, shown by those who ‘care for 
none of these things’, is no virtue, though it may be a public duty 
in a magistrate ‘indifferently administering justice’. The toleration 
of contempt may, indeed, be very useful to those who are zealous 
and in earnest. The kind of toleration which is most valuable, which 
can only exist in a morallv healthy society, and which will help to 
keep the society healthy and make it healthier, is toleration shown 
bv those who have faith in the reasonableness of their own beliefs 
and who are, therefore, willing to face the full light of criticism. 
Persecution, - and by persecution I mean here not what any 
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aggrieved individual may call such, but the forcible suppression of 
opinions (every society is obliged to use force for the suppression of 
certain overt actions, and the line between expedient and inexpedi¬ 
ent compulsion will be dtawn differently by different persons), - 
persecution arises mainly from two sources, - fear and a particular 
form of belief in the supernatural. If people do seriously believe 
that they and they alone are in possession of truth guaranteed to 
them by other authority than that of human reason, of course they 
will not accept the free use of reason as a test; and there is always 
a risk that, if sufficiently powerful, they will endeavour to repress 
the spread of what they conscientiously regard as dangerous 
opinions. Those who believe that Divine truth is something differ¬ 
ent from human truth will be apt to believe that the civil magistrate 
must defend the Deity by the power of the sword. This type of 
belief is really a form of fear, - it is fear of human reason; and, only 
as this belief becomes rarer or weaker by the secularising, or, to 
speak more correctly, the humanising of politics, does toleration 
become possible. But fear may make even those who appeal to 
reason persecutors in self-defence. It is difficult, if we are quite just 
in our historical judgments, to condemn entirely the harsh measures 
employed by small societies holding new beliefs, - antagonistic to 
those of firmly established and powerful communities, - such small 
societies, for instance, as the Calvinists of Geneva or the founders 
of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.' When a society is strug¬ 
gling to exist at all, cohesion is so essential that it may well require 
uniformity of belief. A rigid bond of custom is necessary to its 
earlier stages. Only after cohesion has been obtained is freedom of 
discussion possible and advantageous, Furthermore, complete free¬ 
dom of discussion is only possible and is only valuable, when there 
is a general diffusion of education, and when the habit of settling 
matters by discussion, instead of by force, has become established. 
In admitting this we must not, however, forget that discussion itself 
is one of the most important means of education. There are indeed 
people - ‘misologists', Plato would have called them - who say; 
‘Controversy is of no use. Those who take part in it go away holding 

c V'ven ,he most rigid sects of Protestants do in some sense professedly appeal to 
reason instead of ecclesiastical authority as the interpreter of Scripture 
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the same beliefs as before, only holding them more dogmatically as 
the result of having had to fight for them’.*’ If the fighting is physi¬ 
cal, this is nearly always the case; it is not true of intellectual contro¬ 
versy fairly carried on. During the actual discussion, indeed, each 
may stick to his opinion: it might even be said that, unless people 
showed some obstinacy, a debate would always be a failure. For 
minds in a perfectly flabby condition discussion is impossible: it 
implies a certain amount of mutual resistance. But if people are 
really in earnest and care more for truth than for victory, it will be 
found that after any serious discussion both parties have probably 
modified their opinions, and out of the conflict of two opposing 
principles may spring a new one, victorious over both. It is by the 
conflict of ideas that intellectual progress is made. 

Professor Bryce in his great work on The American Commonwealth 
has made clear a very important distinction between ‘the tyranny of 
the majority’ and ‘the fatalism of the multitude’, which is often con¬ 
fused with it. ‘A majority is tyrannical’, he says (vol, iii. p. 133V 
‘when it decides without hearing the minority, when it suppresses fair 
and temperate criticism on its own acts, when it insists on restraining 
men in matters where restraint is not required by the common inter¬ 
est, when it forces men to contribute money to objects which they 
disapprove and which the common interest does not demand/ The 
element of tyranny lies in the wantonness of the act, — a wantonness 

1 I assume that the ‘and’ is emphatic, and that this clause must be taken as qualifying 
the previous clause. If a tax is legally imposed by the maionty for a purpose which 
the common interest (in their judgement) demands, a minority may disapprove 
this purpose, but they have no moral right to refuse payment of the tax, unless 
they are conscientiously convinced that such an act of rebellion is their duty, as the 
best means of bringing about what they regard as a better state of affairs. 


* Plato, Phardo, 8qc in The Last Days of Socrates (Harmondsworth, Penguin im) 
[so-i- and Republic translated hy Desmond Lee (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 
revised edition, 1987k 41 id. A misologist is a hater of arguments, discussion or 
knowledge. The relevant passage in Republic reads: ‘And so he becomes an intelli¬ 
gent philistine, with no use for reasoned discussion, and an animal addiction to 

7 James Bryce, The American Commonwealth (London, Macmillan, 18S8): the second 
edition was published in two volumes in tSBg. The quotation appears on page 
332 of the second edition. He defines the ‘Fatalism of the 
‘This tendency to acquiescence and submission, this belief that the affairs ot 
men arc swayed by large forces whose movement may be studied but cannot be 

turned ...' 
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springing from the sense of overwhelming power, or in the fact that it 
is a misuse for one purpose of power granted for another.’ 

Simply because the minority disapprove of the enactments of the 
majority, they cannot rightly describe the rule of the majority as 
‘tyrannical’. In a democratic constitution, with elections recurring 
sufficiently often, and proper safeguards for liberty of expressing 
and spreading opinions, the right of the minority is, as I have said, 
to turn themselves into a majority if they can; and it must be added, 
it is their duty also, if they continue to believe in themselves. But 
here comes in that ‘fatalism’, which is so often wrongly described 
as the tyranny of the majority; the apathy of minorities is one of 
the frequent yveaknesses in democratic communities. As Professor 
Bryce has put it, ‘the belief in the rights of the majority lies very 
near to the belief that the majority must be right 1 (ib„ p. 124). f To 
give way for the time to the legally expressed will of the majority 
is a necessary and salutary consequence of popular government; but 
to lose het rt and give up effort is an illegitimate and evil conse¬ 
quence of it. It is the duty of a minority to obey, unless conscience 
absolutely forbids; in which extreme case it may become a duty to 
resist. If we are using language strictly, there never can be a right 
of resistance. Rights are the creation of society, and there can be no 
right of the individual or of any number of individuals against the 
society of which they are members. When we speak of ‘natural 
rights’, we really mean those rights which we think to be the very- 
least that a well-organised society should secure to its members. In 
the American ‘Declaration of Independence’ the time-honoured 
phrase about the right of resistance is wisely supplemented by the 
addition of the better and truer word, ‘duty’. 11 


In the second edition Btyw wits of dominant belief* and feeling, one of which 
‘is that the majority must prevail ... To deny the majority 1S therefore both * 
necessity and a duty, a duty because the alternative would be ruin and the brea*- 
ini-up of Uws . . , the majority is right’ cot II, yo , , 

The Declaration expresses a theory of natural rights at variance with Ritchie s 
view The Ucdation asserts the natural equality of men and their hod-given 
possession of inalienable rights. The purpose uf government is to sustain these 
rights A government that is destructive of them can and must be resisted. But 
when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object 
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it ' “ 

their duty, to throw off such Government .’ declaration of Independence + 
July, 1776’. See American Halm; id Documents. The Preside*cy, cd. M. J. G. \ile 
(laindon, Harrap, 1974), i8- 
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Resistance may, in extreme cases, be the only way of protesting 
against what we hold to be an unjust and mischievous law and the 
only way of getting it altered. But the problems of practical ethics 
involved in this question are not easy. The limits of justifiable 
compromise cannot be laid down in any hard and fast a prion rules. 
If it really goes against a man’s conscience to obey a law (I am not 
speaking of arbitrary, illegal commands, where the right and duty 
of disobedience are clear enough), he can, if we use language 
strictly, claim no right tn disobey, but it is his duty to disobey, at 
whatever cost; if he obeys against his conscience, he loses his own 
self-respect and lowers his character. Only let him be perfectly sure 
that it is his conscience that urges him and not some merely selfish 
motive of personal dislike or offended pride. To justify this state¬ 
ment and this distinction, it would of course be necessary to explain 
what is meant by ‘conscience’. Suffice it to say for the present - 
and I think the supporters of most ethical systems would agree with 
this statement - that the dictates of a man’s conscience will on the 
whole correspond to the better spirit of the community round him, 
or at least to what he regards as such; and therefore the man, who 
disobeys a law 'for conscience’ sake', is acting in the interests of what 
he conceives to be the future well-being of society. Of course a 
man’s conscience may correspond to a superseded social type, but 
it will not be a superseded type in his own judgment. Posterity may 
come to disapprove many actions, and yet bestow admiration on the 
motives of those who did them. Even where an individual has no 
conscientious objection to render obedience himself, it may 
occasionally be his duty, in the interests of the future well-being of 
society, to join others in resisting and even in rebelling, provided 
that there is no reasonable hope of getting a bad law or a bad consti¬ 
tution altered by peaceable means, and provided also that there is a 
reasonable hope that the resistance or rebellion wdl be so successful 
as to lead to an alteration in the right direction.' Such is the terrible 
duty that occasionally falls on the shoulders of a minority, to bear 
the brand of the criminal now that others in time to come may 
render a willing obedience to better laws. Society is apt to make 
mistakes, to number the patriot or the saint among transgressors, 
to crucify a prophet between two thieves. But the individual is apt 

- On the Ethics of Resistance, sec T- II. Green, PM^pkieol Works, II. p. 455 , *?■ 
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to make mistakes also, and there have been honest martyrs for bad 
causes. 

If, however, democracies prove at all true to their ideal, if they 
live according to the ethics of the age of discussion and not accord¬ 
ing to those of the earlier ages of force, this duty of resistance should 
become less and less needed. If majorities, while requiring obedi¬ 
ence to laws constitutionally passed, after full and free deliberation, 
in what they sincerely believe to be the interest of the whole com¬ 
munity, sacredly preserve the liberty of thought and discussion both 
by express legal securities and by a general sentiment of toleration, 
it is the duty of a minority, while yielding a loyal obedience to the 
opinion that has prevailed for the time (except in those rare cases 
to which I have referred), if not convinced of its excellence, to 
continue a peaceable agitation till their own opinion prevails. If we 
are really in earnest about our opinions, it is a duty to endeavour 
to get others to accept them by means of the appeal to reason; it is 
also a duty, and often a very hard one, to give them up candidly, if 
we are genuinely convinced that we have been in the wrong. It is a 
duty to assert our opinions, wisely of course, and with toleration 
for others, even if those others be in the majority, but it is a prior duty 
to use all the care we can to make sure that our opinions are right, 
that what we assert eagerly and persistently is really worth asserting. 
It is utterly untrue to say that we are not responsible for our 
opinions. That was a bad argument used for a good purpose, - the 
attack upon religious persecution. Opinions are not trivial matters. 
What is quietly thought and talked about now will affect what is 
■ done very soon. The opinions of a few in one generation may, in 
the next generation, become the sentiments or the prejudices of the 
many. Ethical legislation is constantly going on in our every-day 
conversation, wherever two or three are gathered together - to dis¬ 
cuss the conduct of their neighbours. And we cannot escape our 
responsibility for our share in this ethical legislation, however insig¬ 
nificant we mav feel ourselves in presence of the great multitudes 
of our fellow-mortals. To these great multitudes each of us is 
responsible; and we owe it to them to oppose them, then and then 
only, when reason and conscience urge us to do so. 
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The Dangers of Democracy 1 

j. S. MACKENZIE 

It is hardly open to doubt, I suppose, that the general tendency 
expressed by the term ‘Democracy’ is increasingly prevalent at the 
present time. Some may think that what is called ‘Imperialism’ is a 
strong counteracting force; but even this is at least ostensibly based 
upon the general will, and in any case can hardly be regarded as 
more than a slight and temporary check upon the democratic move¬ 
ment. In these circumstances it is surely important that we should 
try to understand the significance of this general movement and to 
take note of any special dangers that are incident to it. This is what 
I propose in the present lecture to attempt, though of course I do 
not aim at anything like an exhaustive treatment. 

Within such limits as are here at my disposal, it will probably be 
wise not to attempt any precise definition of the term ‘Democracy’. 
It has been used in various senses, wider and narrower, looser and 
more exact; but for our present purpose it is perhaps enough to 
connect it with its common popular description, and to regard it as 
covering any movement that tends to secure ‘Government, of the 
people, by the people, for the people.’ 1 This is what our modem 
Democracy is generally understood to be aiming at; and what we 
have here to inquire is whether there are any special dangers that 

■ A lecture to Erhical and similar societies delivered at various places in South Wales 


1 Theodore Parker, Discounts im Sfantry (1863), 1. He says that the American idea 
demands a government ‘of all the people, for al! the people; of course, a governe- 
rrent after the principles of eternal justice, the unchanging law of God, for short¬ 
ness’ sake, I will call it die idea of freedom'. 
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are inseparable from this aim Before we refer to its dangers, how¬ 
ever, we ought, I think, to endeavour to he clear about its attrac¬ 
tions. The first question to be asked, accordingly is • What are the 
special advantages that are claimed for Democracy, and that lead to 
its increasing prevalence: 

Now there are some who would at once demur to the form in 
which this question is expressed. It is not, they would say, properly 
a question of use or advantage at all, but rather of an essential and 
imperious demand of human nature. It is in this spirit, for instance, 
that a bright journalist has recently claimed that Democracy is an 
end in itself - that, even if all its results could be shown to be 
prejudicial, we must still value it infinitely on its own account, A 
writer in the international journal of ethics, a few years 
ago, went even further than this, by inditing an eloquent article on 
‘American Democracy as a Religion’. 2 And of course the utterances 
of Walt Whitman on this subject are even more remarkable and 
memorable. 1 Such claims may seem to others to be extravagantly 
overstrained; and yet I believe we can never hope to understand the 
power that modern Democracy has wielded if we do not bear in 
mind that for some - perhaps I might even say for many - it has 
been far more than a mere political expedient, and might almost be 
characterized as a religion, a passion, an end of inestimable worth. 
It may of course be urged that, when Democracy is spoken of in 
this fashion, it is not simply a particular form of government that 
men have in their minds. What they are thinking of is rather the 
autonomy of the individual man, the ‘glorious privilege of being 
independent’ 4 in the general conduct of his life and management of 
his affairs. And it may be urged that this independence of the indi¬ 
vidual life has no particular connection with any form of political 


1 was unable to find any title resembling this m the mdex for the journal. 

After a youthful enthusiasm for democracy Whitman deplored the influence upon 
society of what he regarded as the rabble He says: ‘By the unprecedented open¬ 
ing-up of humanity en-masse in the United States, the last hundred years, under 
our institutions, not only the good qualities of the race, hut |ust as much the ted 
ones, are prominently brought forward. Man is about the same, the mam 
whether with despotism, or whether with freedom Wa t Whitman Democracy 
in the New World’, Complex Prose (New York, Appleton, iqogi, La- 

Democratic Vistas, 197-250. . . , , , . j 

< Edward Gibbon says something similar to ihi n h ’ s t „t b \™ 
Sheffield (London, World Classics edition, lyorl, 176 The first of earthly bless¬ 
ings, independence 1 . 
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rule - that it might be secured by a Marcus Aurelius in the imperial 
purple or by a Tolstoy under the Russian autocracy, as well as by 
a Socrates or a Thoreau under systems avowedly more democratic. 
But it seems clear that this would only be to some extent true. Inner 
freedom cannot be wholly divorced from externa! freedom. The 
autonomy of the individual must at least be harder to achieve and 
more exceptional in its realization when the right of self government 
is not in any degree recognized in public affairs. If a Tolstoy can 
grow in Russia, he must at least be something of a revolutionist 
there. If, then, we recognize the supreme importance of inner free¬ 
dom in human life, we can hardly fail to be opposed to all forms of 
slavery, at least as permanent institutions in human society; and it 
is but a step from this to maintain that no government which is not 
in its essence democratic can in the end be regarded as tolerable. In 
this sense, then, it scarcely seems an exaggeration to say that 
Democracy may really be regarded as an end in itself, and some¬ 
thing to be valued with an almost religious fervour. It is on this 
high ground that Democracy has been defended by such men as 
Mazzini, and, indeed, I suppose no one could really be described 
as a thorough democrat who did not, in some degree, fed the truth 
of this contention. 

In comparison with this transcendent claim, any other advan¬ 
tages that can be ascribed to Democracy must appear trivial and 
scarcely worthy of enumeration. But I believe its supporters 
generally value it also on some subordinate grounds. It is believed 
to be more truly educative for the citizen than any other form 
of government, to give a more complete guarantee of justice and 
general welfare, and to be less subject to the vagaries of individ¬ 
ual caprice. On the other hand, it is sometimes admitted to be 
a little lacking in unity and inner coherence, to be distracted by 
party spirit, and to be somewhat inefficient in great emergencies. 
I do not intend to make anv effort to deal exhaustively with 
these various advantages and defects, but will rather try to direct 
vour attention to what appear to me to be the main points. We 
may perhaps be led most directly to these by considering some 
of the most remarkable criticisms to which the principle ot 
Democracy has been subjected. And here we are at once con¬ 
fronted by a circumstance that can hardly fail to strike us, at 
least on a first view, as somewhat astonishing. For, if Democracy 
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can justly put forward those high claims that have just been 
indicated, we should naturally expect to find among its most 
ardent supporters those who have felt most deeply the importance 
of man’s moral development. It comes, therefore, as something 
of a surprise to find among the severest critics of Democracy 
the two writers in ancient Greece who did most to establish a 
systematic theory of the moral fife, and the two writers in modem 
England who have probably impressed men most by their moral 
enthusiasm, the two whom one can hardly help characterizing as 
‘prophets’. I mean of course Plato, Aristotle, Carlyle and Ruskin. 
All of these may be said broadly to regard an aristocracy of 
talent as the ideal form of government; and all would appear to 
regard Democracy as one of the least desirable forms.’ It is 
noteworthy also, in this connection, that the first two write on 
the assumption of the existence of a society in which slavery has 
a place; while one at least of the other two has explicitly defended 
slavery. Yet they were all face to face with governments that 
were to a large extent democratic; and, in most cases, it is not 
easy to point to any circumstances that might be supposed to 
have given them a personal bias against it, Hence it can hardly 
fail to be a profitable inquiry to ask ourselves what were the 
chief grounds that led these writers to distrust Democracy. This 
inquiry cannot here be attempted in any exhaustive form; but I 
mav sum up what appear to me to be the main points. 

I think the main dangers that are in the minds of these writers 
mav be conveniently considered in connection with the general 
popular description of Democracy to which I referred at the outset. 
What they maintain is, in effect, that in practice Democracy fails to 
be what it purports to aim at being, that it is not really a government 
of the people, by the people, and for the people. If 1 am right in 
thinking that this is the gist of what they have to say, then 1 believe 
it will appear, upon reflection, that their criticisms are not so much 


Plato The Republic (Harm(milsworth, Penguin, 11)87), part nine, book eight, §6 
and i 7 (cssb-M; Aristotle, Pohun, ed- Stephen Everson (Cambridge, Cam¬ 
bridge University Press, ig88). See, for example, 1279b-t280a, and ^nb-ai; 
Thomas Carlyle, ‘Democracy’ in Part Pretent (London, Collins, n.d), Z33- 
44.; John Ruskin distrusted Democracy and thought majority rule would bring 
about mediocritv and banality in social affairs. Work should be distributed and 
organised according to abilities. See Muma Pulvens in The Worn of John Rusitn, 
eds. E. T. took and A. Kdderburti (London, George Allen, 1003-12), vol. xvu. 
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attacks on Democracy as on Democracies , and that they attack these 
by trying to show that they fail to realize the essential principles of 
Democracy itself. Perhaps we may hope that some consideration of 
these attacks may help us to realize more fully what Democracy 
really is and aims at, and how it may best succeed in realizing its 
aims. 

The first danger, then, that is apprehended in Democracy is that 
it may fail to be a ‘Government of the people’ - in other words that 
it may only be a kind of Anarchy. This is the danger that is specially 
emphasized by Plato in the Republic. ‘First of all, he says, Are they 
not free, and does not liberty of act and speech abound in the city, 
and has not a man license therein to do what he will?* Again - Tt 
will be, in all likelihood, an agreeable, lawless, particoloured com¬ 
monwealth, dealing with all alike on a footing of equality, whether 
they be really equal or not.’ Again, speaking of the type of man who 
tends to be bred in a Democracy, he goes on — ‘He lives from day 
to day to the end, in the gratification of the casual appetite - now 
drinking himself drunk to the sound of music, and presently putting 
himself under training; - sometimes idling and neglecting every¬ 
thing, and then living like a student of philosophy . , . And there is 
no order or constraining rule in his life; but he calls this life of his 
pleasant, and liberal, and happy, and follows it out to the end,’ 
Such, he says, is the life of ‘a man whose motto is liberty and 
equality.’ ("‘Republic’, Book VIII, Davies and Vaughan’s 
translation.) And he goes on to add further characteristics of the 
same sort. Now, it is to a large extent the same dangers that are 
constantly emphasized by Carlyle and Ruskin. They consider that, 
if you disregard the qualitative differences among men, and treat all 
as having a right to share in the rule of the State, you are destroying 
the very basis of the State. This is what Ruskin means when he 
says that he is ‘a Tory of the old school - the school of Homer and 
Scott’, 6 the school that believes in qualitative differences and the 


' Ruskin first described himself as a ‘Communist of the old school - 
of the red’. Fort Ctavigera, letter for July, 1871, Tht Works, voi xxvil, 116. Short), 
afterwards in the For letter for October 1871. he declares himself to be, as his 
father had been before him, ‘a vilcnt Tory of the old school (Walter Scott s school, 
that is to say, and Homer’s)’, Works , xxv.c .67. The same ^omiou ap^ar 
without the parentheses and with minor changes of punctuation m Ruskin s 
unfinished autobiography, Protterito, Works, vol. xxxv, i J. 
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rule of the best, or, in Shakespeare’s language, in the importance of 
"degree '. 11 

The experience of modern Democracies, however, does not seem 
altogether to bear out this view of their anarchical tendencies. The 
evidence of Professor Bryce is worth noticing on this point. ‘Plato’, 
says Bryce, "indulges his fancy so far as to describe the very mules and 
asses of a Democracy as prancing along the toads, scarcely deigning 
to bear their burdens. The passion for unrestrained license, for nov¬ 
elty, for variety, is to him the note of Democracy, whereas monotony 
and ever obstinate conservatism are the faults which the latest Euro¬ 
pean critics bid us expect.’ (‘American Commonwealth’, Part VI, ch. 
cvii.) Again - ‘Of the uniformity of political institutions over the 
whole United States I have spoken already. Every where the same 
system of State governments, everywhere the same municipal 
governments, and almost uniformly bad or good in proportion to the 
greater or smaller population of the city . . . The schools are practi¬ 
cally identical in organization, in the subjects taught, in the methods 
of teaching, though the administration of them is as completely 
decentralized as can be imagined, even the State commissioner having 
no right to do more than suggest or report. So it is with the charitable 
institutions, with the libraries, the lecture courses, the public amuse¬ 
ments ... It is the same with social habits and usages. Travel where 
you will, you feel that what you have found in one place that you will 
find in another. The thing which hath been, will be; you can no more 
escape from it than you can quit the land to live in the sea.’ (Chap. 
cxiii.). 1 

f The hwcris themselves, the planets, and this centre, 

Observe degree, priority and place. 

********* 

Take but degree away. Untune that string, 

And, hark, \Mat discord follows! 

********* 

Force should be right; or rather, right and wrong - 
Between whose endless jar justice resides - 
Should lose their names, and so should justice coo. 

Then everything includes itself in power, 

Power into will, will into appetite; 

And appetite, an universal wolf, 

So doubly seconded with will and power, 

Must make perforce an universal prey, 

And last eat up himself. 

[Shakespeare, Troths and Cmstda , Act One, Scene Three ] 

7 James Bryce, The American Cotnmortmeahh (London, Macmillan, 1888). 
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Are we then to conclude that Plato was completely at fault in his 
estimate of the tendencies of Democracy? Not, I think, entirely. 
Bryce himself doubts whether the uniformity which he noted in 
America has much connection with Democracy. ‘Democracy’, he 
says, ‘has in reality not much to do with it, except in so far as such 
a government helps to induce that deference of individuals to the 
mass which strengthens a dominant type, whether of ideas, of insti¬ 
tutions, or of manners,’ 8 Still, this does, at any rate, throw doubt 
on Plato’s view of the general tendency of democratic institutions. 
But what we must remember is that the Democracy of which Plato 
was thinking was in reality something widely different from that 
which Bryce was observing in America, or indeed from any kind of 
Democracy that can be observed at the present time, He was think¬ 
ing of a Democracy in which every one is actually ruler as well as 
subject - taking his turn of office, perhaps, by lot - whereas we 
practically always understand by Democracy in modern times some 
form of representative government. Sometimes this is thought of 
only as a matter of practical convenience, it being impossible for 
everyone to take an active part in public affairs, while yet the 
method of representation is more truly Democratic than election by 
lot would be. But it seems clear that representative government 
involves a considerable modification in the idea of pure Democracy. 
It involves the recognition that the rule is not directly that of all, 
but rather that of typical members; and, further, it practically 
always involves the tacit, if not explicit, recognition that some are 
better fitted than others to rule. There is thus an element of aristoc¬ 
racy in all modern Democracies, and even a Democratic leader like 
Gladstone was able to gratify Ruskin (he would not, I suppose, 
have gratified Tolstoy) by describing himself as an ‘inequalitarian . 
(Morlev’s ‘Life of Gladstone’, Book VIII, chap, v.) 9 And an aristoc¬ 
racy that represents the ‘general will 1 can hardly fail to have a more 
pervading influence than one that rests upon a more arbitrary basis. 
What we may say, then, is that modem Democracy has to a large 
extent succeeded in avoiding this particular danger that Plato had 
in mind by the device of representative government, whereby it is 


« Bryce, American Commonwealth, second edition (London, Macmillan, i88g), vd. 
" Morley^Tfe Life of William Ewart Gladstone, 3 vols. (London, Macmillan, 1903). 
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able to incorporate in itself an element of aristocracy, i.e of what 
Shakespeare calls ‘Degree’. 

Here, indeed, I cannot but think that Democracy has ‘builded 
better than it knew’. 10 Often we find that those who represent 
modern Democracy have very little consciousness of the value of 
the element of aristocracy which it thus contains. They think of it 
simply as the rule of the majority, and regard it as little more than 
an accident, or a merely mechanical device, that the will of this 
majority expresses itself through selected representatives. Probably 
it would be quite as true to regard the selection of representatives 
as the essential point, and the fact that they are chosen by majorities 
as the mere mechanical device; though this also would be a one¬ 
sided view. It can hardly be doubted that there has been a tendency 
to pay an exaggerated deference to majorities, and sometimes almost 
to think of the expression of their will as if it were in truth ‘the voice 
of God’. 1 think Carlyle was to a large extent right in connecting this 
tendency with those mechanical views of the world that have been 
fostered by modem physical science. The natural sciences, 
especially in their more exact and abstract forms, tend to eliminate 
the qualitative aspects of experience, and to concentrate attention 
on those things that can be weighed, measured, and counted. The 
growth of the biological sciences in recent years has once more 
brought the qualitative aspect of experience into prominence; and 
we begin to see the results of this, not only in such fantastic concep¬ 
tions as those of Nietzsche, but also in more rational attempts to 
determine what is meant by superiority of type, and so once more to 
give ‘quality’ or ‘degree’ a real place in human life. This, however, is 
a very large subject - perhaps the most important of all subjects for 
thinking men, or at least for thinking politicians, at the present 
time - and here 1 can only hint at it. All that it is necessary to note 
at present is that modern Democracy seems to have partly escaped 

10 Ralph Waldo Emerson (i 803-1882), 

The hand that rounded Peter’s dome, 
and gioined the aisles of Christian Rome, 

Wrought in a sad sincerity: 

Himself from God he could not free, 

He builded better than he knew; - 
The conscious stone to beauty grew 

‘The Problem', Poems in Complete Works {London, Routledge, 1903)- 
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from the main danger that was feared by Plato, through declining 
to take its stand upon equality, and leaving open a place for the 
recognition of qualitative difference. 

But this leads us to notice the second great danger of Democ¬ 
racy - viz.: that it mav fail to realize the second element in its ideal, 
that of being a government ‘by the people 1 . It may be said that 
modern Democracv is not really government by the people, but 
rather government by the representatives of an organized majority, 
who may not give by any means a true expression of the general 
will. Even the majority itself may not be properly represented. The 
organization of it may really have been in the hands of some skilful 
demagogue or influential plutocrat,‘ And the minority, at any rate, 
may be hopelessly ineffective. Yet the minority also is part of the 
people; and, from the point of view of quality, to which we have 
just referred, it may even be the most important part. On this point, 
reference may again be made to Professor Bryce. ‘\V here a majority 
has erred’, he says, ‘the only remedy against the prolongation or 
repetition of its error is in the continued protests and agitation of 
the majority, an agitation which ought to be peaceably conducted, 
carried on bv voice and pen, but which must be vehement enough 
to rouse the people and deliver them from the consequences of their 
blunders. But the more complete the sway majorities is, so much 
the less disposed is a minority to maintain the contest. It loses faith 
in its cause and in itself, and allows its voice to be silenced by the 
triumphant cries of its opponents.’ (Part IV, chap. I xxvii.) Again 
'The belief in the rights of the majority lies very near to the belief 
that the majority must be right. As self-government is based on the 
idea that each man is more likely to be right than to be wrong, Mid 
that one man’s opinion must be treated as equally good with 
another’s, there is a presumption that when twenty thousand vote 
one way and twenty-one thousand another, the view of the greater 
number is the better view ... A conscientious citizen feels that he 
ought to obey the determination of the majority, and naturally pre¬ 
fers to think that which he obeys to be right. A citizen languidly 
interested in the question at issue finds it easier to comply with 
and adopt the view of the majority than to hold out against it. 


Sir Henrv Maine even urges (in his 'Essay on Popular boverrun™: ) that govern- 
menr by the people inevitable comes to mean government by wire-pullers [mpulaf 
Govrnment, fifth edition {London, John Murray, 
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(Chap. 1 xxxiv.) Thus the minority rends gradually to be silenced 
altogether, a tendency which Bryce describes as ‘the Fatalism 
of the Multitude’. 

It is perhaps this, more than anything else, that Carlyle has in 
view in his denunciations of Democracy. He has confidence in 
nothing but his Heroes, or supremely wise men; and they of course 
are very few. Hence he is horrified by the tendency to a constant 
silencing of their voices by the shouts of the majority, and is 
inclined to believe that Democracy, even in its most modern form, 
provides no machinery at ail for securing that what is worthiest in 
the people shall have any chance ot ruling. ‘The notion’, as he 
scornfully puts it, ‘that a man’s liberty consists in giving his vote at 
election-hustings, and saying, “Behold, now I too have my twenty- 
thousandth part of a Talker in our National Palaver; will not all the 
gods be good to me”, is one of the pleasantest! { Past and Present, 
Book III, chap, xiii.) 11 Obviously Democracy, in this sense, does not 
go far to secure the ideal of self-government for its citizens. And, 
indeed, this way of looking at it almost forces us to ask, What do 
we really mean by the self-government of a people? If we mean 
that every individual among the people is to exercise the right of 
government, then it seems dear that to secure (or, it may even be, 
to fail to secure) the twenty-thousandth part of a representative in 
what is, after all, only one part of the machinery of government, is 
not a very satisfactory way of realizing this ideal. But perhaps this 
is not what we really mean. 

W r hen we speak of the self-government of a people, we are, I 
fancy, thinking of the people as a whole, as if it had almost an 
individual life. And I think we are to a large extent justified in doing 
this. Any people, worthy of the name, is a real unity, capable of 
acting, thinking, and feeling together. And what is meant by the 
self-government of such a people is that the ruling principle lies 
within itself, that it is, somehow, contained within the life of the 
whole. This does not mean that each individual rules, nor even that 
each individual has any considerable share in ruling. What it means 
is rather, on the one hand, that there is no sovereign who controls 
the system in a purely external way; and, on the other hand, that 
there is no subject who is controlled by it in a purely external way. 

11 Thomas Carlyle, Past and Present (London, Collins, n.d-), -H 2 - 
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All are real members in a living whole. J But if that is what we 
properly mean by self-government or Democracy, we may accept it 
as an end in itself, a thing of supreme worth, and yet regard rep¬ 
resentative systems and the reckoning of majorities as little better 
than mechanical devices, whose only value lies in their contributing 
to the possibility that each one may share, to some extent, in the 
life of the whole. If this is what Democracy means, it really involves 
in itself a considerable element of what is commonly called Aristoc¬ 
racy. Perhaps the ideal Republic of Plato would, in this sense, be 
more truly Democratic than many modem states that lay claim to 
the designation. For what could be more truly Democratic - in the 
sense of the real self-government of the whole - than Plato’s prin¬ 
ciple of ideal justice, that every one is to fill the place and perform 
the work for which he is best qualified? If his Republic falls short 
of the true Democratic spirit, it is only in so far as the rulers are 
conceived as dealing with those whom they govern too purely from 
above, while no adequate provision is made for the cultivation of 
the spirit of citizenship in the lowest class of the people. This no 
doubt is foreign to Democracy; and, as Aristotle was well aware, 
it was also this, more than anything else, that made Plato s ideal 
unworkable. A real Democracy, in short, must be aristocratic - it 
must aim at government by the best; and there can be no practical 
realization of aristocracy except through the cultivation of the 
Democratic spirit - the spirit that is ready to recognize that to be 
governed by its best is to be governed by itself. 

We are often told that what stands in the way of our advancement 
in Great Britain is our suspicion of the expert; and it is sometimes 
thought that this is largely due to the growth of the spirit of Democ¬ 
racy among us. I doubt whether it has much connection with 
Democracy. The Americans appear to have largely outgrown it. Nor 
is it entirely my meaning that we should learn to trust to the expert. 
The expert is often narrow-minded and conservative. What I mean 
1S rather that we must learn to put our confidence in those who are 
interested in particular things, in those who know about them and 
care about them; and must recognize that it is an essential part o 


1 should like to refer, in connection with this point, to Bosinquer’s treatment of 
th“^Vill' in hts ‘Philosophical Theory of the State', [Bernard Bosanquet, 
Phhrophuat Theory oj the Slate (London, Macmdlan, 1899: fourth edmon, 

1923)] 
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the true Democratic spirit to be ready to follow where such men 
lead. Democracy does not mean trusting important matters to the 
care of ‘the man in the street’; it rather means finding for everything 
the man who is best fitted to take care of it, and leaving him to 
manage it. This, however, is probably the lesson that Democracies 
are in general most stow to learn, Louis XIV has been much laughed 
at for saying, ‘The State, 1 am the State’; but each of us is rather 
apt in practice to say, ‘Self-government of the people: that means 
that I govern.’ Vet in small matters we all learn that it is not so. If 
we want to go to America, we do not consider how we are to navi¬ 
gate ourselves across; we choose a suitable steamer, and trust to the 
captain and crew. If we are sick, we do not collect the votes of our 
acquaintances as to the most suitable treatment: we rather take the 
advice, as a rule, of some expert physician, And this is surely a 
quite democratic method of procedure. We rule over the captain 
and the physician. We tell the one to take us to America, and the 
other to make us well. But they rule over us in the process. We 
choose the end that we think desirable: there we are very probably 
the best judges. But we trust to men of special skill to show us how 
we are to get what we want. If this principle were carried all through 
life, every one would be ruling in that which he knows about, and 
submitting to rule in that about which he is ignorant, and I cannot 
but think that a people in which this was the practice would be most 
truly a self-governing people, a people in which the true principle of 
Democracy was realized. 

On the whole, then, I admit that a Democracy is often liable to 
this particular danger; that it may fail to be, in any true^sense, a 
government ‘by the people’. Democracy is not, in Carlyle’s phrase 
a ‘Morrison’s Pill’. 12 It is not something that is sure to put us right, 
whether we think about it or not. If Democracy is to mean anything 
really great and desirable for us, we must see to it that it is what 
we intend it to be. Self-government, in fact, means mainly this, that 
every one of us is trying to co-operate in securing that the rule is 
the best possible. But we are not really co-operating if we are inter¬ 
fering with some one who knows better than we do. Sometimes we 
mav even co-operate best by standing aside: - ‘They also serve who 


li Carlyle, Psd and Prtsent, 19. ‘Brothers, 1 am sorry I have got no Morrison’s Pill 
for curing the maladies of Society. 
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only stand and wait.’ 15 But generally out best service will lie in 
finding something that we can do - something, if possible, that we 
can do better, at the moment, than anyone else. If we succeed in 
doing this, we are, I think, in that act realizing the best meaning of 
Democracy and Aristocracy in one. It is the rule of the people, and 
it is the rule of the best. But this, you may say, is a mere ideal. Yes, 
and everything that is worth anything in human life is or contains 
an ideal. The important thing is that the ideal we have before us 
should be something that has real value. Now, if we mean by 
Democracy only ballot-boxes and majorities, there cannot be much 
value in that, whether we realize it or not. But if we mean by 
Democracy a real self-government of the people, each one being 
allowed to do, and trusted to do, that for which he is best fitted, 
then I believe we mean something which has a considerable value 
for us, even if we do not wholly succeed in achieving it. Even only 
to aim at it, is to realize its spirit; and to realize its spirit is to go a 
long way towards its complete achievement. 

And this leads me naturally to notice the third great danger of 
Democracy - that it may fail to be a government ‘for the people . 
It was chiefly, I think, on this account that Democracy was con¬ 
demned by Aristotle. Aristotle divided forms of government into 
bad and good, according as they existed for their own sakes or for 
the sake of those who are governed; and he placed Democracy 
among the bad ones. To most modern readers this is a paradox, 
because they naturally think of Democracy as being government 
Tor the people’, But it is intelligible enough when we bear in mind 
the distinction between the people as a whole and the people as a 
mere collection of units. If each one is fighting for himself, you may 

Milton: 

‘D«th God exact day-labour, light deny'd' 

I fondly ask, But patience to prevent 
That murmur, soon replies, ‘God doth not need 
Either man’s work of his own gifts Who best 
Bear his mild voke, they serve him best, his Stale 
Is Kingly: thousands at his bidding speed 
And post o’er band and Ocean without rest; 

They also serve who only Stand and wait. 

‘Or His Blindness’, The Horh ofjokr, Mtlm (Ware; Hertfordshire, Wordsworth, 
So 
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say, in a sense, that all are fighting for all; but, if so, you are using 
the word ‘all 1 in a rather peculiar and sophistical fashion. At any 
rate, there can be no true harmony unless each is fighting for all. 
Now, a Democracy is too often conceived as meaning simply a state 
in which one has an eye to his own interest; and it is sometimes 
supposed that in this way the interests of all will be served. I think 
Aristotle was right in regarding a Democracy of this sort as intrin¬ 
sically bad. The mere struggle of competing interests cannot reason¬ 
ably be expected to lead to the good of the whole. In economics this 
is now, I believe, pretty generally recognized-, pure lamer faire is a 
discredited principle. But is it any more reliable in general politics? 
Few, I fancy, would seriously, on calm reflection, maintain that it 
is. But if not, then we must recognize that this is a real danger 
confronting our modern democratic states; and it is one of the 
dangers that was much in the minds of Carlyle and Ruskin, as w r el! 
as in that of Aristotle. Can we hope that our modern Democracies 
will guard against it? 

So far as I can see, the only real way of guarding against it is by 
the cultivation of the spirit of citizenship. The citizen must be 
taught it to think of himself, not as an isolated individual with pri¬ 
vate interests of his own, but as a member of a great system, in 
which he has a definite place and function. This is perhaps most 
readily learned through the gradual discipline of smaller unities. 
The man who has learned to be loyal to his family, his school, or 
his club, is at least on the way to learn loyalty to the larger social 
unity, of which these are parts; and I believe it would be difficult 
to overestimate the value of this element in education. The Amer¬ 
icans are, I believe, much in advance of Great Britain in the appli¬ 
cation of this idea; and so probably are the French, and certainly 
the Japanese. The essential principles of self-government may easily 
be acquired in schools Interesting - and apparently successful - 
experiments have been made, especially in America, in the way of 
conducting schools on purely self-governing principles; but, with¬ 
out even going so far as this, it is easy to see that much may be 
done to make the spirit of citizenship a reality; and 1 am convinced 
that, if Democracy is ever to be a real success among us, it can only 
be through the cultivation of such a spirit. No one can be a genuine 
democrat unless he is also an enthusiast for the welfare of the society 
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to which he belongs. We must learn, as Mazzini so constantly 
insisted, to concentrate our attention upon our duties as citizens, 
rather than upon our rights as individuals. 14 

There are no doubt other dangers of Democracy besides those to 
which I have now alluded. A Democracy is commonly said to be 
somewhat inefficient, especially in great emergencies that call for 
our united action: but this is extremely doubtful; it seems to depend 
entirely upon the extent to which the society has become a real 
unity. The American government is probably as efficient as that of 
Russia. Again, it is sometimes said that in a Democracy there is apt 
to be a certain lack of an adequate sense of responsibility on the 
part of public officials, There seems to be some truth in this. Bryce, 
for instance, notes that in America ‘the tone of public life is lower 
than one expects to find it in so great a nation ... In Europe, where 
the traditions of aristocracy survive, everybody condemns as mean 
and unworthy acts done or language held by a great official which 
would pass unnoticed in a private citizen. It is the principle of 
noblesse oblige,. . . Such a sentiment is comparatively weak in Amer¬ 
ica. A cabinet minister, or senator, or governor of a state, sometimes 
even a President, hardly feels himself more bound by it than the 
director of a railway company or the mayor of a town does in 
Europe. Not assuming himself to be individually wiser, stronger, or 
better than his fellow-citizens, he acts and speaks as if he were still 
simply one of them, and so far from magnifying his office and 
making it honorable, seems anxious to show that he is the mere 
creature of the popular vote, so filled by the sense that it is the 
people and not he who governs as to fear that he should be deemed 
to have forgotten his personal insignificance,’ (Chap, xcv.) I am 
afraid there are some signs of such a lowering of the tone of public 


' Mazzini says, for example: 

Declaration of principles and not of rights. The distinction alone, if properly 
understood and developed, will suffice to secure the Italian initiative n Earje 
Our national pact will asssume a religious character, and become the expression 
of an epoch, the aim of which is association, • 

The telaration of right, which all consritunons persist m ktvAJ Oop>mg 
from the French, expressed an epoch which was summed up and exhausted, to 
her eternal glory, by France. The aim of that epoch was the assertion of the rights 
of the individual and it only expressed one half of the problem. 

Life and Writings of Joseph Mazzini, vol. i, Autobiographical and Political (London, 
Smith Elder, 1891), apy-Sfn. 
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life in this country, as well as in America; and it appears to be a 
real danger of Democracy. But I need not emphasize it further, as 
it appears to be simply one illustration of the danger to which I 
have already alluded, of a misinterpretation of what is meant by 
government ‘by the people’. It can only be remedied by the gradual 
recognition that in a true Democracy, no less than in an aristocracy 
each one has his own definite place and function, his own work to 
do, his own responsibility to bear; that democratic rule does not 
mean the rule of ‘the man in the street’, but the rule of those who 
know and are prepared to do. Let the man who knows control the 
thing that he knows about - that is the essenee of good government: 
provided always that he is subject to the criticism of others upon 
the results of his work. 

There may be still other dangers in Democracy. It may be apt to 
be fickle and commonplace and deficient in length of view. 

But I have not thought it desirable to dwell upon such subordi¬ 
nate dangers. What I have sought to emphasize in this paper, and 
what I believe to be true, is that the one great danger of Democ¬ 
racy - the only danger that it need ultimately fear - is that it may 
fail to be true to itself, that it may forget its own ideals. 

I may sum up the results of the view to which I am led, and 
which 1 have been trying to bring before you, in this way. Democ¬ 
racy, in the best sense of the word, means the self-government of a 
people; and this is the highest possible conception of government. 
But there is a constant danger that it may be misinterpreted in 
practice, and become only the rule of rhe majority, which is cer¬ 
tainly not in itself a high conception of government. I do not mean 
that we can set aside the method of estimating majorities. What I 
mean is that that is not the essence of Democracy, in the best mean¬ 
ing of the term. Democracy, in the best sense, means the rule of 
the people as a living whole, by the people as living whole, and for 
the sake of the people as a living whole; and this ought to mean, in 
practice, that everything is done by him who is best fitted to do it, 
and under the guidance of those who know most about it. I do not 
believe in Plato’s philosopher-king. If a real philosopher were made 
king, his first act would probably be to abdicate his office, or at least 
to secure, as rapidly as possible, that the real work of government 
was distributed among the competent citizens of the State. Human 
capacity is practically always departmental: there is no one who is 
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fitted to be a ruler in everything; and there is hardly anyone who is 
not fitted to be in charge of something, and to be responsible for 
seeing that it is done. The truest Democracy - and the truest aris¬ 
tocracy as well - is a state in which everyone exercises rule, just so 
far as he is fitted to do so. If we constantly remember that this is 
what Democracy aims at, and that ballot-boxes and other instru¬ 
ments of government are only the machinery by which we seek to 
bring this about,' then I think there is some chance that our modern 
Democracy may gradually come to live in its own proper spirit, and 
to realize, through constant effort, that form of a well ordered state, 
at once truly democratic and truly aristocratic, of which Plato and 
Carlyle could only vaguely dream. 


■ I may refer, in connection with this, to the excellent disfflssion of popular gove n- 
ment contained in MacCottn’s ‘Ethics of Ciwensfup [John MacCunn, Ethics oj 
Citizenship (Glasgow, Maclehose, tSd+: fifth edition, 1911}.] 
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The Present State of the Controversy 
Between Individualism and Socialism 

EDWARD CAIRD 


As an old citizen of Glasgow, whose life was for many years bound 
up with its great University, I count it no little honour to give the 
opening address to its new Civic Society. Glasgow as any one may 
know who will turn over the pages of the magnificent record of 
civic progress published by Sir James Kell/ is undoubtedly one of 
the dties which stand in the front rank of municipal achievement, 
one of those cities which have realized most clearly what municipal 
organization can do to improve the external conditions of life for its 
citizens. Owing to its situation, its climate, the extent of its trade 
and manufactures, and the consequent great influx and increase of 
population within its boundaries, it has had early to face many of 
the most serious difficulties as to the safety, the health, the econ¬ 
omic and the social welfare of the people, which beset modern com¬ 
munities. It has had to consider, not as a matter of theory but as a 
pressing practical necessity, the great problem how the community 
can interfere with the life of individuals so as to strengthen and 
develop their energies, and not to weaken or pauperize them. And 
if it has not discovered any general solution of this problem — as 
who has discovered such a solution? - yet I think it is not doubted 
by many that the steps it has so far taken have been judicious, and 
that none of them will need to be retracted or reversed. There are 
some for whose impatience progress has seemed far too slow, and 
many who think that we have as yet dealt only with the first and 


Glasgow, its Aiurjuipai Organization and Administration. By Sir James Bell, Bart., 
and James Paten, F.L.S. Glasgow: James MacLehnsc & Sons. 
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more obvious phases of the difficulty. But no one who really 
appreciates the difficulty would wish that the gradual tentative and 
experimental methods which have hitherto guided the advance of 
the city in these matters should be changed for a bolder spirit of 
innovation. On the contrary, men are coming to see more and mure 
dearly that there is no royal road to social welfare, no simple ‘open 
sesame’ which will enable us to unlock all the complex and intricate 
problems of modern life. Man is after all the most puzzling of 
beings to himself, and the question what effect any institution or 
any measure to relieve his wants or draw forth his powers, any plan 
for helping, educating, or giving even amusement to him, will have 
upon a class or community of men, whether it will really aid or 
hinder them in the long run, is not to be settled except by the most 
careful watching of experience and the most thorough analysis of it 
and reflexion upon its bearings. 

Every one who has given himself to any kind of scientific investi¬ 
gation knows how difficult it is to grasp the full meaning of a body 
of facts, to see all their aspects and to combine them in one view. 
Scientific men are constantly tempted to theorize on insufficient 
data, to make things simpler than they are. They have, therefore, 
to train themselves to doubt and question every explanation that 
suggests itself to them, and to accept none, till they have tried their 
utmost to find objections to it. In the far more complex problems 
of human life, this necessity is still more pressing, for the temp¬ 
tations to one-sidedness are much greater. Every one of us in the 
great division of labour in modern life has been learning - one might 
almost say, has been carefully teaching himself - to be one-stded to 
look at the facts of experience under one light, and to turn away his 
eyes from their other aspects. Even a Shakspeare could complain 
that his nature was ‘subdued to what it worked in tike the dyer’s 
hand’. 1 And how is it with ordinary men? Every one knows that the 

' Shakespeare, 

0, for my sake do you with Fortune chide, 

The guilty goddess of my harmful deeds, 

That did not better for my life provide 

Than public means which public manners breeds, 

And almost thence my nature is subdued 
To what it works in, like the dyer’s hand 

Sonnet m. 
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class to which he belongs has a strong bias in one direction, or if 
he has not imagination enough to set this, and thinks the views of 
his own class quite just and unprejudiced, he can at any rate see 
very dearly that every other class has such a bias. And if we chance 
to find ourselves in a society quite different from our own, we are 
ready to wonder how narrow 7 and prejudiced it is. Take an assem¬ 
blage of the average men of any profession or trade, of average 
clergymen, average lawyers, average schoolmasters or academic 
teachers, average employers of labour, or average artizans; take any 
class you like, and you will find they persistently repeat to each 
other certain views of life till it becomes difficult for them to 
conceive that other view's could honestly be held by any one. 

Now, it is not altogether a misfortune that we should have our 
class feelings, our class points of view, that w r e should see certain 
aspects of things very vividly and emphasize them strongly. A cer¬ 
tain division of labour seems to be inevitable in thought as well as 
in action. But there is great danger lest these different points of 
view should harden into exclusive dogmas that make it impossible 
for us to understand each other. And it is of the highest importance 
that those who maintain them should be brought together so as to 
have a close and intimate perception of each other’s feelings and 
thoughts. This is the best, perhaps the only adequate, prescription 
for enabling us to escape from ourselves, to get away from the idols 
of our own dens, and to correct our personal or class bias. It might 
even be maintained that we never thoroughly appreciate an opinion, 
especially if it is opposed to our usual way of thinking, and never 
thoroughly realize its force and meaning, till we meet with one who 
honestly maintains it. 

A Civic Society may therefore do a great deal to help the develop¬ 
ment of sound and comprehensive ideas on social subjects, if it 
brings together men whose points of view are essentially different 
and enables them to understand each other. The first effect may 
indeed be only to show them how much they are opposed. But if 
they persist, each of them resolving fully aid frankly to speak his 
own mind, and at the same time to tolerate and encourage the 
expression of opinions and arguments opposed to his own, however 
unsound he may think them, the gain may be great. Such discussion 
may prepare the way for a more comprehensive view of the ques¬ 
tions discussed than previously existed in the mind of any of the 


75 



Individualism, collectivism and the general will 


disputants. For those who can discuss their opposition fairly are 
inevitably forced to recognize that there are reasons which might 
lead honest men to an opposite view from their own and to consider 
how far their own view is comprehensive enough to make room for 
them. They can no longer hold that all the sheep are on the one 
side, and all the goats, on the other. They are forced in some points 
to make admissions to their opponents, and, if they do not convince 
each other, yet they make it possible for themselves, or at least for 
more impartial minds, to see the questions on all sides and to seek 
for a solution that does justice to them all. 

By way of illustration of what I mean, I should like shortly to 
refer to a great controversy in regard to social and economical sub¬ 
jects of which we have heard much in recent years and are likely to 
hear more in the future, the controversy between Individualism and 
Socialism, and to point out what progress has been made towards 
an understanding between the opposite parties. Before, however, 
entering upon the special question, I should like to make one gen¬ 
eral remark. It has been said that the present age is an age of criti¬ 
cism and reconciliation, as contrasted with previous ages which were 
given up to the war of opposing dogmatisms. And undoubtedly it 
Ts a marked characteristic of our time that in many departments of 
thought it has broken through lines of division which w'ere former!) 
supposed to be absolute. If we look back to the seventeenth, or even 
to the eighteenth century, we find that controversies as to religion 
or philosophy or politics were apt to take the form of a sharp and 
decisive collision of opposites between which no middle term was 
allowed to exist. Men were supposed to live mentally between the 
horns of a dilemma. Thus in religion they were called upon to 
choose between authority and reason, between a fixed dogmatic 
system hallowed bv all the sacred memories of the past, and the 
dictates of an individual understanding which emancipated itself 
from all control of tradition and regarded any reverence for it as 
superstitious. In philosophy they were asked to choose between a 
pure empiricism that recognised no power in the mind of man to 
do aught but accept what was given it from without through the 
senses, and a pure intuitionalism which made that mmd, at least as 
to its most fundamental ideas, entirely independent of experience, 
in like manner, in dealing with the history of religions, it was 
assumed that if Christianity w as true, it must contain all religious 
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truth without any alloy, and that if other religions were in compari¬ 
son false, they must contain nothing but lying and imposture. 

Now, the same way of thinking prevailed also in the sphere ot 
politics and social philosophy, and determined the course of rhe 
controversy between individualism and Socialism. On the one side 
manv voices asserted the doctrine of unfettered freedom for the 
individual, the doctrine that the one way to good economical and 
social results was to remove all restrictions, all social pressure, all 
limits upon individual opinion or action. Godwin even tried to dem¬ 
onstrate that nature of itself would bring men to goodness and hap¬ 
piness, if only the unnatural restraints of law were removed; and 
Shelley, in melodious verse, proclaimed the absolute purity of natu¬ 
ral impulse, and echoed the dogma that the one source of all evil is 
the policeman . 2 Even those who did not take such an optimistic 
view of the results of freedom, held that restraint upon competition 
between individuals is always an evil, or that if it brings disasters 
with it, yet these are never so bad as the effects of any restriction 
of it or interference with it. On the other side, in opposition to this 
glorification of Laissez fuve^ there arose an equally abstract Social¬ 
ism which regarded competition as essentially evil, as the exploi¬ 
tation of the weak by the strong; which declared private property 
to be theft, and even denounced the exclusive personal relations of 
the family as unsocial; which therefore maintained that the only 
safety for society must lie in establishing a fixed order, in which all 
private initiative was suppressed; and that the individual must be 
reduced into an instrument of the community which should compel 
him to work according to his capacity, and reward him according 
to his wants. Thus the one system seemed to deny that society could 
do anything for the individual, except to refuse to interfere with 
him, and allow him to compete or co-operate with his fellows as he 
pleased; while the other viewed him as a creature of society, who is 
only what society makes him, and can never be allowed safely to 
escape from its despotic beneficence. Such was the frank dogmatic 
Socialism which writers like Fourier and Owen opposed to the 


Percy B Shelltv married the the daughter of Godwin and Mary Wollstoneeratt. 
The sentiments tn which Gurd refers art to he found in Shelley, 'Queen Mab in 
The Combten Pomcal Work if Shaky (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1904), PP »S3 
^ In the notes to this poem Shellet quotes Godwin at length in support t>f his 

own view*. 
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equally dogmatic enthusiasts of Latssez fain even up to the begin¬ 
ning of this century . 3 

Now, I think I may venture to sa; that no such Socialism and no 
such Individualism exists in the mind of any tolerably educated man 
at the present day. There are many who cling to the names of 
Individualism or Socialism, but there are none, or almost none, who 
maintain the simple abstract doctrines once associated with them. 
And there is much of what I can only describe as an unconscious 
tendency to hedge among the partisans of either side. Thus there 
are many writers who will tell you that a true Individualism is one 
which allows much room for the action of society, especially 
through the State and the Municipality; and not merely negative 
action in the way of protecting person and property, hut also posi¬ 
tive action in measures to further the health, the comfort, the moral 
and intellectual education, and even the recreation of the people. 
And on the other side, there are nut a few who call themselves 
socialists who altogether repudiate communism and tell us that for 
a true or scientific Socialism 'the criterion of economic machinery 
is simply, Does it or does it not make for a greater amount and 
quality of life and character’ in the individuals of which the society 
is composed? These are the words of Mr. Sidney Ball in a tract 
recently published as an expression of the views of the Fabian 
Society. Mr. Ball goes on to say, 

The older Socialism rested upon such ideas as ‘the right to live’, 

‘the right to work’, ‘payment according to needs, the denial of the 
rent of abilitv’, ‘expropriation without compensation 1 , ‘minimizing 1 
or ‘materializing’ of wants - all ideas of retrogressive rather than 
of progressive ‘selection’. But it would not be too much to say that 
all these ideas are either silently ignored or expressly repudiated 
by the modem Socialism: the ‘idealogy’ of the older socialists has 
given way to a deliberately, and in some ways rigidly, scientific 
treatment of life. Modem Socialism recognizes the laws of social 
growth and development in setting itself against ‘catastrophic 


Charles Fourier (1773-1837) "" bral ' dcd 1 ^ 

Engels His ideas were pot into practice m Romania, Swiss Jura and California, 

See Fourier The Utopian Vision of Charles Fourier, ed.J. Beecher andR. Bienvenu 
(London Cape, 1972}. Robert Owen (1771-1858) was a Welsh socialist and phil¬ 
anthropist, famous for h.s socialist experiments m New Lanark England arid New 
Harmony, USA. Robert Owen, A Serr iwr of Soaety, cd. G. D. H. Cole, 
(London, Dent, 1927). 
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impossibilism’ and the manufacture of mechanical Ltopias; it 
recognizes the moral continuity of society in its consideration for 
‘vested interests’; it does nor base industrial organization on the 
‘right to work’ so much as on the ‘right of the worker’, not on 
‘payment according to needs' so much as on ‘payment according 
to services’; it recognizes the remuneration of ability, provided that 
the ability does not merely represent a monopoly of privileged and 
non-competitive advantage; it is aware of the utility of capital, 
without making the individualist’s confusion between the employ¬ 
ment of capital and the ownership of it; it is not concerned about 
the inequality of property, except so far as it conflicts with sound 
national economy, it does not desire so much to minimize as to 
rationalize wants, and attaches the utmost importance to the quali¬ 
tative development of consumption; and finally, not to enumerate 
more distinctly economic developments, it recognizes ‘the abiding 
necessity for contest, competition, and selection’, as means of 
development, when it presses for such an organization of industry 
as shall make selection according to ability and character the 
determining factor in the remuneration of labour, b 

Now, while I appreciate highly these attempts on each side to 
correct the one-sided dogmas of an earlier time, and while I am 
quite prepared to admit and to maintain that in a sense a true 
Socialism and a true Individualism must be one, I would urge, in 
the interest of fair discussion and clear thinking, that neither of 
them can be permitted to appropriate without acknowledgment 
whatever elements it thinks good from the adversary, while still 
insisting on the purity of its own doctrine and keeping up all the 
severity of its former censures upon that adversary. If we oppose 
Socialism and Individualism as abstract principles, we must take 
the latter as the assertion of the unlimited freedom of the individual 
to compete or co-operate with his fellow as he pleases, and we must 
take the former as the absolute negation of such freedom and the 
reduction of the individual under the control of society, to the 
exclusion of individual initiative. Logically carried out, the one can 
be nothing less than anarchism and the other social despotism. 
Neither of these systems, indeed, has ever been actually realized, 
though there have been approximations to the system of Individual- 

b [Sidney Ball,] 'The Moral Basis of Socialism’, InUrnatvmai Imirnal of Ethics, [vi] 
(i8q6), [2(14]. Reprinted as Fa turn Traci, No. 7a, p. 4. 
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ism in communities where the State was very weak or very limited 
in the sphere of its action; and there have been approximations to 
the system of Socialism in some communities of a primitive kind in 
which the idea of individual right had not yet arisen, as well as in 
some smaller societies (which were not States hut special organiza¬ 
tions within the State), such as the monasteries, or the \arious 
socialistic experiments which are now being tried in the United 
States, To realize the full working out of socialistic or individualistic 
principles, therefore, we must go, on the one side, to the ideal Com¬ 
monwealth of Plato or the various Utopias which have been con¬ 
structed by More and his successors down to Morris with his Nen’$ 
from Nowhere? and, on the other hand, to the descriptions of the 
state of nature in Rousseau and Diderot and Godwin. 

Setting aside pure Individualism and pure Socialism as abstrac¬ 
tions, we find many halting places between the two modifications of 
socialistic or individualistic systems, which rest really, though not 
confessedly, on the plan of borrowing whatever elements seemed 
desirable from the opposite system. I hus the earliest and best 
known of the compromises of Individualism is that which has been 
epigrammar)calb characterized as ‘anarchy plus a street constable, 
the theory which would give to the State the duty of protecting the 
rights of person and property, and then leave everything else to the 
action of individuals But there are hardly any individualists who 
hold to this limitation of State action now. Almost every one who 
has a right to be heard would admit that, as a nation, we must deal 
with pauperism, though there arc of course many views as to the 
best kind of Poor Taw. Almost every one admits that there are some 
general services, such as the Post Office, which it is expedient that 
the State should perform for the community, and that there are a 
number of natural monopolies which the State, the Municipality, 
or some public authority must cither take into its own hands, or at 
least regulate and control. And almost every one admits that the 
State must concern itself with the great business of education, either 
directly and continually, or by occasional interferences with the 
independent authorities in whose hands the management of it is 
Left. And though the limits of municipal action are still a matter 


' William Morns. From Stvktre (Bwon: Mass., Robert Brother*, i&jo: 
London, Reeves and Turner, [891). 
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of controversy, I should be surprised if there are many Glasgow 
individualists who do not approve of a considerable part of that 
which the Municipality has done for its citizens. On the other hand, 
we find that the simple communistic principle, which rests on the 
annihilation of all rights of person and property and also on the 
suppression of the family, has been very greatly modified in modern 
Socialism. Almost all modern systems have introduced the principle 
that the reward of the individual's labour must have respect to the 
service done bv him to the community, and not merely to his wants; 
almost all have admitted within certain limits the necessity of 
allowing him to acquire private property, even when they refuse to 
let him use it as capital. And, although the language of socialists in 
relation to the family is still very uncertain, there are among those 
who call themselves by that name many who recognize that a pure 
domestic life and the sanctity of the home are the indispensable 
basis of the moral as well as the economical organization of society. 
And if we can take Mr. Sidney Ball, who speaks for the Fabian 
Society, as our authority, the modification of the socialistic system 
has gone much farther. Mr, Ball indeed cautiously says that the 
‘Fabian Society has for the must part sown its wild oats’/ so that 
perhaps we may expect farther developments when the whole crop 
of wild oats has been sown. But already his Socialism is one which 
fully recognizes the remuneration of ability and the inequality of 
property, ‘except so far as it conflicts with equality of opportunity 
and equality of consideration for all social workers’, and it admits 
also the ‘abiding necessity for conflict, competition, and the natural 
selection’ which arises out of such competition - regarding these as 
essential means to development of individuals who shall be true 
members of the social organism, and not a pauperized proletariat 
who must be a continual hindrance to its progress. His Socialism, 
therefore, consists almost entirely in his holding that all caprtal. i.e. 
all the funds employed in carrying on the various industries of the 


oittkus, i8g6 lHall says: ‘The older Soc.ansm rested upon 
such ideas as '‘the right to Ihe”, “'the nghi to wort , “payment according to 
needs” the denial of “the rent of ability”, “expropriation without compensation , 
“minima.™" or “materializing" of wants - all ideas of re tropes, ve mt her 
than prograuve “selection” But it would nut be too much to »y that all these 
!LL«ther silently ignored or express* repudiated by the“Scre n nficS«:rab 
ism, of which “Fabianism”, now that it his for the must pan sown its wild oats, 
is The most thoughtful expression.’ p. a'J.vi 
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country, should be administered by some public authority, which 
should supersede the employer or ‘undertaker’. Furthermore he, 
with many of the most thoughtful of the Socialists, has entirely 
renounced the purpose of realizing this ideal by any sudden revol¬ 
ution, and has acknowledged that the State, and public authorities 
generally, are at present entirely unfitted to take upon themselves 
the genera! administration of capital, and that they can only become 
so by a long process of social education. In short, such socialists 
look upon their own scheme, not as a project for immediate realiz¬ 
ation, but as a goal towards which modern society is tending - a 
goal we may add, which it cannot reach until the character and 
capacity necessary for its realization have been developed. And they 
are content in the meanwhile to work, through County Councils, 
School Boards, and Poor Law Authorities, as well as through Parlia¬ 
ment, for such partial Improvements of the condition of the people 
as from time to time seem to become possible. 

After this review I think I may venture to say that it is altogether 
a mistake to think that at the present time individualists and social¬ 
ists generally stand to each other as absolutely opposed sects, hold¬ 
ing reciprocally exclusive dogmas, and unable to make any con¬ 
cessions to each other. There are, of course, now as always, men on 
both sides who are incapable of seeing that a question has more 
than one aspect, and who ride their favourite abstraction to death, 
or perhaps, we should rather say, are ridden to death by it. And 
there are many who think abstractly, simply because of want of 
education, or of that practical knowledge of the problems of social 
life and the difficulties of solving them, which can be acquired only 
in direct contact with affairs. But with the exception of these pro¬ 
phets or victims of one idea, there are no such beings as pure social¬ 
ists or pure individualists. ‘We are all socialists now’, an eminent 
person [George Bernard Shaw] is reported to have said. And I think 
that with equal approximation to truth it might be said that ‘we arc 
all individualists now’. There are few men who think seriously upon 
such topics, who do not realize in some degree that we can help 
individuals effectively only by enabling them to help themselves, by- 
drawing out their individual energy and resolution. And there are 
few who do not see that it is impossible to do this without giving 
to the individual a control over his own earnings, without opening 
to him a career in which he can be useful to himself and to society, 
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and, on the other hand, without allowing him to suffer by his own 
idleness or improvidence. Nor are there many now who think that 
society would be benefited if the individual was deprived of the 
right of having a home of his own, in which he may enjoy the 
highest blessing of life, the blessing of the household union of hus¬ 
band and wife and children; or if he were relieved from the 
responsibilities of maintaining those he has brought into the world, 
and to the best of his power preparing them for the duties of life. 
That is the essential truth of Individualism, which Aristotle Long ago 
maintained against the socialistic proposals of Plato. s On the other 
hand, it is as true now' as it was for Aristotle and Plato, that man is 
essentially a social and political animal, that the individual apart 
from the community is like a hand cut off from the living body; 
that the savage ‘war of all against a!l w is ruin, and that unlimited 
competition is little better: that the State, comprehending in itself 
all municipal and other partial organs of its activity, is the great 
organization upon which the welfare of all is dependent, and that it 
is its duty, not only to protect the private rights of individuals, but 
to control and modify the action of all individuals and classes, so 
that, so far as may be, they may work together for the good of the 
whole community; and further, to take upon itself every public ser¬ 
vice which can be more effectively discharged by itself than by the 
independent action of individuals. This is the essential truth oj 
Socialism, which has been too much forgotten, but which no com¬ 
munity can forget without danger. 

If we look upon this picture and upon that, we see that the oppo¬ 
sition of individualists and socialists is now becoming confined 
within narrow limits, and that there is no such difference of prin¬ 
ciple between them that they should find it difficult to discuss any 
practical question. They agree very closely in their ideal. For what 
socialists, or the most thoughtful of them, now profess to want 
is that the State should protect individuals from that hurtful and 
destructive competition which means the crushing of the weak by 
the strong; that it should do its utmost to promote the growth of 


Aristotle, Politics, ed. Stephen Everson (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
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individual energy and character, and to give every one a fair chance 
of living a healthful and useful life; but that it should do nothing 
to pauperize men by charity, to weaken their personal responsibility 
for their own lives, or to stop that healthful competition which 
draws out capacity and character, and determines in what position 
the individual can best serve the community. On the other side, 
individualists, if they watch narrowly and anxiously the encroach¬ 
ments of the State or the Municipality upon any sphere of the 
public service hitherto left to individual enterprise, base their oppo¬ 
sition on the admitted dangers of any attempt to do for individuals 
what they ought to do, and can effectually do, only for themselves, 
and they no longer deny that there are many services - how many 
is the question - in which it is expedient that public should super¬ 
sede private action, 

Now, I do not say that it is indifferent from which side of the 
question we take it up, or that we can expect to escape great contro- 
versv and conflict between the two parties. But I do say that there 
is no antagonism of principle between them such as was formerly 
supposed to exist, and such as should prevent an ultimate agreement 
being arrived at by discussion and the careful questioning of experi¬ 
ence. Their difference as to the form which society is likely to 
assume in the future, when the changes now going on have borne 
their last fruit, and especially the question as to the extent which 
society will undertake the regulation or conduct of industry, is, no 
doubt' theoretically very important. But it is not an irreconcilable 
difference. For it is admitted on the one hand that the public auth¬ 
ority ought to rake into its hand such services as it can discharge 
more efficiently and economically than private individuals; and, 
again, that it must do all it can to help the poor and strengthen the 
weak, and to give even one born in the community opportunities 
for the education and the development of his powers, and to open 
a free career to his talents when they have been developed; and it 
is admitted, on the other hand, that in securing such ends it must 
be careful above all not to lay too heavy burdens on the community, 
such burdens as might check the growth of its resources and break 
down the independence of its poorer members; and finally, it is 
confessed, at least by the most reasonable men on both sides, that 
no attempt to change the economic conditions of life by a sudden 
revolution can be effectual, nay, that any such attempt would be 
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certain to bring economic arid social ruin by throwing upon the 
State and the subordinate public authorities functions which they 
are not prepared to discharge. Starting from these admissions on 
each side, we may fairly say that the opposition between them 
reduces itself to a difference as to the ultimate result of the gradual 
evolution through which society is now passing - a point upon 
which no one has a right to speak very dogmatically; and what is 
really more important, both parties are able to discuss with each 
other on common grounds the expediency of each particular meas¬ 
ure which is proposed. For though they may look upon it from 
opposite points of view 1 , yet each must confess to a certain extent 
the legitimacy of the point of view of the other, and there is no 
practical consideration which one can allege w'hich the other is pre¬ 
cluded by his principles from considering with judicial fairness. 
Now, it may be said, that in the preceding remarks I have exag¬ 
gerated the actual approximation of the two parties, that I have 
made too much of the concessions of a few of their most reasonable 
or conciliatory members on each side, and that I have not paid 
sufficient regard to the violent utterances that come from Confer¬ 
ences of Socialists on the one side, and to the uncompromising 
assertions of the representatives of Leagues tor the defence of Lib¬ 
erty and Property on the other. But I venture to think that the real 
drift of opinion is not permanently affected by partisan vehemenc- 
ies, and that there is a great and growing force of thought and 
experience which is steadily beating down the noise of faction, and 
gaining ground for wider and more comprehensive views. ‘The 
mills of God grind slowly, but they grind exceeding small.’' Ideas 
win their way by inches and very silently, but what ground they 
win is never lost. And the great idea which rules the mind of this 
age the idea of organic evolution, is surely leading us away from the 
‘falsehood of extremes’. The power of this idea is unquestionable. It 

= This saying comes from Henry VV. Longfellow’s <1807 ■*) translation of Fried- 
rich von Logan (1604-1*55), Sm-ngcduhte- 
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has already transformed, or is transforming, all our scientific con¬ 
ceptions. In particular, it has already revolutionized the biological 
sciences: it has given a new meaning to History, and it is rapidly 
remoulding our Economics and creating a new kind of ethical and 
political and social science. Now, the idea of evolution is a reconcil¬ 
ing idea , which enables us to do justice to both the aspects of social 
life which have been opposed in the past, and to rise above their 
opposition. Thus, let us take the formula of evolution which Mr. 
Herbert Spencer has given, that it is a progress at once tn differen¬ 
tiation and integration, or less technically, a progress towards the 
division of labour and the independence of the parts, and at the 
same time towards their co-operation and the unity of the whole. 
Apply this idea to society, and what does it mean? It means some¬ 
thing which we hope the future of society may one day realize, it 
means the utmost development of individual capacity, the utmost 
strengthening of individual independence, and at the same time a 
close interdependence and connection of all the individuals with 
each other, such that the common good of society shall evoke the 
greatest devotion on the part of all the members of it. And it means 
that these two ends are not opposed, but essentially one, so that it 
is impossible for a society to be strong, if its members are weak, or 
for the members to be strong, except through the same means which 
secure the greatest material and moral unity of the society. The 
division of labour is in order to the co-operation of labour, and that 
co-operation cannot be complete, unless the life of the whole is 
present in every part, unless each individual feels and realizes in all 
his work that he is the organ of the community. And, on the other 
hand, a truly organic society cannot be made except out of indepen¬ 
dent, self-respecting, self-governing individuals. Division without 
such union is on the way to death by disintegration; unity without 
such independence is on the way to death by paralysis. To pursue 
the one end in opposition to the other is to sacrifice both. 

It is true that a different interpretation has sometimes been given 
to the idea of evolution. In his great work on the Origin of Species, 


1 For a brief example of Spencer’s conception of this process see his T he Social 
Organism' First published m Tin- Westminster Review, January, i860. It has more 
recent I v been reprinted in The Man Versus the Stale. Mth Sis Essays an Govern¬ 
ment, Society and Freedom (Indianapolis, Liberty, ig8i), Also [J erber1 

Spencer, Principles of Sociology (London, Williams and Norgate, 1876-^), vols. 
6-8 of A System of Synthetic Philosophy. 



Individualism and Socialism 


Darwin, following Malthus, pointed to the struggle for existence 
and the survival of the fittest as essential to the development of 
vegetable and animal life; and there have been many ready to draw 
the inference that in human life the only security for progress is 
unrestricted competition. But already, in his earliest book, Darwin 
had pointed out, though he did not emphasize the fact, that this 
competition of individuals is limited and controlled by powerful 
sexual and parental instincts, which bind individuals together so 
that they do not compete; and in a later book he directly put forward 
the principle of sexual selection as almost co-ordinate with his orig¬ 
inal principle.'' In fact, it might be said that if the animals carry out 
the principle of competition in its extremes! form, yet, on the other 
hand, there are no such rigid socialists as they, none who carry out 
the sacrifice of individuals to the common good with such remorse¬ 
less thoroughness as, e.g., the bees and the ants. And when we turn 
to mankind, Darwin himself showed that it is the very condition of 
human existence that competition should be not between individ¬ 
uals, but between societies, and that within each society competition 
between individuals should be subordinated to the common good. 
And if we were to trace out the evolution of man in history, we 
should find that if, on the one hand, it has tended to the emanci¬ 
pation of individuals from direct social pressure - tended to make 
them more and more independent, and so to enable them to com¬ 
pete more freely - yet, at the same time, every step in civilization 
has been a step toward the limitation of the worst form of compe¬ 
tition, which is war and also of the next worst form of competition, 
which is fraud and the exploitation of the weak by the strong; and 
a step towards the introduction of a form of competition which is 
only the natural process whereby the individual is pressed up or 
down, till he finds his proper place - the place in which he can best 
serve the community. We are, indeed, far from the realization of a 
community in which these ends are even approximately attained. 
We have much of the wrong kind of competition - that which deter¬ 
mines the position of individuals by the simple law of battle; and, 
side by side with it, as the necessary correlative of it, we have much 
of the bad kind of Socialism, in which charity and help are given 

’ Charles Darwin, The Origin of Spam, sixth edition (Harmondswonh Penguin, 
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to individuals by society or by ether individuals in a partial and 
unjust way - in a way that weakens rather than strengthens those 
to whom it is given: and also much industrial co-operation which 
degrades the individual. And we have to allow for the fact that the 
advance is not made in a direct line towards the ideal, but rather 
with much sw'aving from side to side, action and reaction being 
distributed over considerable periods of time. Thus the excess of 
the movement of the last century towards the emancipation of the 
individual, which resulted in breaking the semi-feudal bonds of 
society, has been compensated in this century by a movement 
towards the restoration of social unity and the re-assertion of the 
claims of society upon the individual. But what I am interested here 
to show is, that the idea of the organic evolution of society is equally 
opposed to both, and that it is gradually teaching all who think 
seriously and who try by its means to interpret the lessons of experi¬ 
ence, to repudiate both, and to accept - as the ideal towards which 
we are inevitably, if with such painful slowness, tending - the ideal 
of a society which shall neither enslave men in order to unite them, 
nor break the bonds of humanity that knit them to each other m 
order to set them free. 

Before concluding these remarks I should like to refer to one 
other point in which the idea of organic evolution is gradually but 
irresistibly lifting us above abstract and one-sided ways of thinking. 
It mav safelv be said that before this century the conditions of his¬ 
torical progress were very imperfectly understood. Those who 
wished for a better state of things generally hoped and expected it 
to be brought about, if it was brought about at all, by some sudden 
and revolutionary change of the fundamental institutions of society. 
Plato, the first great political idealist, met the question how his ideal 
was to be realized with the answer, that it would be realized only 
by the advent of some great philosopher-king, he. by the coming of 
some legislative leader of men, who should destroy at a stroke the 
imperfect institutions of the past, and lay the foundations of a new 
society on scientific principles. And if is easy to see that similar 
expectations were entertained by many at the time of the Puritan 
revolution in this country, and still more at the beginning o t e 
French revolution. Men believed that, if they could remove those 
evils which they had inherited, a far better order of things could 
without much difficulty be established. But in both cases it was 
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found that the work of destroying was easy, but the work of 
rebuilding supremely hard. This is the more remarkable in the case 
of the English revolution, because the immediate result of it was, 
in a sense, to set up a philosopher king - to raise to the highest 
position a man of great political genius, whose ideas on religious 
freedom, on the education of the people, and on the constitution of 
parliament as a representative assembly, anticipated many reforms 
which have only been realized in the present century. But 
Cromwell, great as were his achievements, found himself quite 
unable to raise the nation to the level of such institutions; and the 
immediate consequence of his premature attempts was a reaction of 
despair and a recurrence to the government of the Stuarts, which 
was the beginning of w hat we may call the most un-ideal period of 
English history. The seed of the future had been planted, but it 
took two centuries to grow to maturity, For it was impossible to 
make men free by setting up the institutions of freedom. W hat was 
needed was to create in the whole nation the spirit that could work 
such institutions, and that could not be done by any direct action 
of the law. Hence so often revolution is followed by reaction. ‘Raw- 
haste is half-sister to delay ,’ 111 and the eagerness that would not wait 
for the process of growth is compensated by a far longer period of 
despondency and waiting than would otherwise have been necessary, 

I remember that in this city I once had the opportunity of listen¬ 
ing to a very eminent socialist lecturer giving his description of 
what he conceived to be the ideal of social and economical organiz¬ 
ation, giving us in short ‘Good news from Nowhere,” and I 
remember that, after the lecture, a working man - who must have 
been a good Scottish Calvinist - asked the lecturer whether he 
thought that, if the new ideal order of things was introduced to¬ 
morrow, the depravity of human nature would not begin soon to 
undermine it. The lecturer’s answer I cannot exactly recall, but it 


111 Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1801-1892), 

To-morrow yet would reap to-day, 

As we bear blossom of the dead: 

Earn will the thrifty months, nor wed 
Raw Haste, half-sister to Delay 
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practically amounted to this, that the depravity of human nature 
was in the main due to had institutions, and that in the new order 
of things every one would be so well satisfied with his lot that no 
such recoil need be feared. Alas! if one’s hope for the future 
depended on the possibility of satisfying the insatiable desires of 
man, it would be the hope of filling the sieve of the Danaides. 1 ' 
That hope must lie in a progressive amelioration of institutions 
going along with the development of a higher social morality, and 
of a willingness and capacity in individuals to undertake the higher 
civic duties and responsibilities which such institutions bring. 
Improvement of institutions is useful only when it is due to the 
effort to make channels for new energies of individuals, who are at 
the same time becoming morally and intellectually fitted for the 
discharge of the new functions. Sometimes, indeed, the very energy 
called out in the struggle tu establish such institutions goes far to 
produce the habitual cast of mind which is necessary to work them. 
But the possibilities on either side are strictly limited by the con¬ 
ditions of human life, and it is as absurd to suppose that we can 
make men suddenly virtuous and happy by a fundamental change 
in the outward conditions of their existence as to suppose that we 
can improve men permanently without ameliorating the outward 
conditions of their existence. The application of the idea of evol¬ 
ution to human life is teaching us to avoid two opposite errors. On 
the one hand, it is teaching us to avoid the error, in which even 
great writers of the last century like Adam Smith were entangled, 
the error of treating human nature as a fixed quantity, and suppos¬ 
ing that what was practicable and expedient for the men of their 
own time was in some peculiar sense natural, and had been, and 
always would be, practicable and expedient for mankind in all past 
and future ages. It is teaching us that human nature is extraordi¬ 
narily flexible, that it is even capable of the most fundamental 
changes by the growth of new habits and ways of life, that it has a 
wonderful power of adapting itself to new circumstances, and that 
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it is absurd, therefore, to argue from the effect of any measure on 
the modern Englishman or Scotsman what would have been its 
effect upon his medieval predecessors, still more to its effect upon 
the ancient Romans or Greeks, And it is as uncertain to argue from 
the present to the future as to the past. The idea of evolution, 
therefore, suggests to us a lesson of hope. It enables us to believe 
that human life and character may be, to a degree not easily calcu¬ 
lable, remoulded by the new ideas that are now pouring in upon us 
from so many sources; and that more perfect relations of men with 
men may be established in the future society than have ever yet 
been imagined. On the other hand, it teaches us that such changes 
cannot be the creation of a day or a year, but only of the slow 
working of man’s new circumstances upon his thoughts, and of the 
continuous reaction of his thoughts upon his circumstances. It 
teaches us that the ultimate result of such action and reaction, the 
form into which the future life of man will eventually be cast, is 
not capable of being anticipated by the wisest of men, except in dim 
and distant outline. The future, no doubt, will grow out of the 
present, but the process of growth is too complex to be definitely 
forecast. Yet, on the other hand, it must be admitted that growth 
in man's life is increasingly the result of conscious and deliberate 
action. We cannot draw the plan of the future commonwealth which 
will be the result of the combined working of all human minds 
upon each other, and upon their circumstances. But each one can 
co-operate with the progressive forces that are working around him, 
can give his best thought and consideration to the particular 
improvements in the condition of men that are possible in the field 
in which his lot is cast, and which therefore he understands. 

The problem of human life, it has been said, is to ‘turn necessity 
into freedom’. In other words, man cannot determine the primary- 
conditions of his life, or prevent them from continually being 
changed by a process which neither the individual, nor even, 
beyond a small extent, the nation, can control. But he can react 
upon these conditions and make them the means of developing a 
better kind of life in himself. Within our own time circumstances 
have altered more rapidly than in any precious generation. The 
world so to speak, has been drawing close together and becoming 
one instead of many worlds. Not many years ago nations earned on 
their lives almost in separation, or were connected only at one or 
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two points of contact. But now every strong influence passes rapidly 
from one nation to another. The discovery of the laws of nature 
and the invention of ways in which such discoveries may be turned 
to the uses of man, are carried on by the continuous co-operation 
of men of science throughout the world, and every movement of 
artistic or scientific thought spreads unhindered by any difficulties 
of communication. The movements of trade and commerce have 
become cosmopolitan, so that waves of elevation and depression 
pass over the globe, involving the success or ruin to the thousands 
who had nothing to do with their origination. The horizon of poli¬ 
ties has widened, so that the ebb and flow of reforming or conserva¬ 
tive influences in every nation become part of one great movement. 
And we can see that these causes will go on operating in still more 
decisive ways in the future, till it shall become impossible to avoid 
a kind of co-operation and even union of all nations, of which we 
now see only the beginnings. 

Now, I mention these obvious facts, because, as I have already 
said, the problem of the modern world is to turn these necessities tnto 
freedom. It is, in other words, to make them the means of improving 
our lives, instead of allowing them to crush us. We cannot, e.g, 
prevent the enormous growth and concentration of trade, the enor¬ 
mous development of great cities, with all the dangers that they 
bring, especially the danger of the formation of a pauperized and 
lawless class of men who either by accident or by their own fault, 
or by a mixture of the two, have been thrown out of their place in 
the social organism, and must therefore seek to prey upon it. But 
we can set ourselves to think how these new and increasing dangers 
are to be met, and the bonds of society to be reknit under the 
new conditions. It cannot be done by any simple and mechanical 
prescription. It is folly to suppose that any abstract principle of 
Socialism or Individualism will be adequate to the task of elevating 
the whole character of a nation and remoulding its institutions into 
the fit organ and support of such a renewed character. What is 
wanted is no such quack medicine for all the diseases of the social 
body, but a patient study of all the new circumstances of the 
people’s life, and an equally patient effort to find the ways of turn¬ 
ing them to a good issue. 

One of the most encouraging symptoms of the present state or 
things is the way in which the municipal authorities of the great 
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cities of this country have been trying to do their duty. The first 
experiments of the union of freedom and order, which were made 
by mankind, were made in municipalities, in the civic communities 
of Greece; and it is a good sign of the times that there is such a 
reawaking of civic life and such a renewed effort to face the diffi¬ 
culties which have arisen in our crowded modern city populations, 

I do not need to tell you that what success they have had is due in 
great measure to the fact that so many experienced men of business 
have been willing to devote to the service of the city the same energy' 
and ability which have gained them success in their own private 
affairs. And every step in advance in the future must be gained by 
the same means. Two at least of our prominent political leaders 
have learned their first lessons of administration in municipal work, 
and it is perhaps to this source as much as to anv other that we can 
look for the training of statesmen, who will combine wide views of 
policy and devotion to the people's good with practical experience 
of affairs, states men who believe in progress w ithout being led away 
by t evolutionary and impracticable ideals. 1 ’ And perhaps this Civic 
Society may do something to help in the development of such 
powers . 14 I have no great belief in mere theory to produce any good 
result, even when such theory is the result of a genuine sympathy 
with suffering and a genuine desire to promote the common good. 
But I have a great belief in the theories of those who have such 
sympathy, when they are developed in close and patient contact 

l! He is obviouslv alluding tu Joseph Chamberlain (18.16-1914) who was three time; 
Mayor uf Birmingham and became MP fur Birmingham West. He was President 
of the Board of Trade (1880-5) and President of the Local Government Board 
(1S86). At the time of this address he was Set re tart of State fur Colonics 11045- 
100'}). A number of other prominent politicians at this time rose through the 
ranb of local government and on to prominence at Westminster, including John 
Bums (1858-1445) and John Poynt? Spencer (1855-1910! 

14 Henry Jones established the Glasgow Civic Sticictv in 1S97. In a letter to Mary 
Talbot, Gaud summarised the aim of his lecture: 

'My object is to show that in several matters we arc getting beyond the 
abstractness of socialism and individualism - that we are all really, whatever we 
call ourselves, both Socialists and Individualists and that the idea of the organic 
nature of society and of its development affords a common basis on which the 
members of a Civic Society may discuss each particular measure for the welfare 
of the community’. 

Sir Henry Jones and J. II. Muirhead, The Lit am! Philosophy of Edvard C.atrd 
(Glasgow^ Maclehose, Jackson and Co., 1921) 217-18. 
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with facts, and when they are tested by thorough discussion with 
those who possess an equally valuable, though somewhat dissimilar, 
experience, and who therefore look upon the subject from different 
points of view. I believe that, if they are carried on under such 
conditions, the discussions of this Society may at least do something 
to develop in its members that temper of mind which combines 
practical energy and hopefulness with the impartiality and security 
of science. 


10 

The Coming of Socialism 

HENRY JONES 


The progress of social reform must be slow and uncertain, so long 
as the nature of society is not understood; and society can not be 
understood till the methods of science are substituted for the 
empiricism which distinguishes the right way from the wrong only 
by trying both, 

This was the subject of our first Article . 1 

Even science must fail to interpret society unless it adopts as its 
regulative hypothesis the principle which has produced society. It 
must, therefore, cease to employ the mechanical metaphors derived 
from ‘Nature’, and seek in the conception of rational spirit its only 
clue. 

This was the theme of our second Article . 2 3 

But spirit itself has been mechanically understood, even by many 
Idealists; for they have opposed the activities by which spirit unites 
its objects with itself to those by which it asserts and establishes 
facts against itself. They have proved that the real world is ideal, 
but not that the ideal world is real. They have shown that spirit 
makes all things into elements in its own life, but not that lit doing 
so it deepens and enriches their independent objective significance. 

This was shown in our third Article . 1 

In the present Article I shall first test the truth of this view of 
the concurrent realisation of the self and the not-self by reference 

1 First essay in The fVorhing Faith of the Soetal Reformer and Other Essays (London, 

Macmillan, 1910). 

1 Second essay in H'FSR. 

3 Third essay in WFSR. 
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to Private Property, and then illustrate the significance of it by 
applying it to the general relations of Individualism and Socialism, 
Private property manifestly provides a crucial instance for testing 
the truth of our principle. Here, if anywhere, the concurrent realis¬ 
ation of the self and the not-self is impossible; for the very essence 
of private property appears to be an unmitigated assertion of exclus¬ 
ive rights. Surely, it will be said, what is mine is not another’s, and 
what is another’s is not mine. The privacy of property disappears 
when it is made common; its community when it is made private. 

The onlv exception, the only property which can be both mine and 
another’s is ‘spiritual’ property, if the term can be allowed. .Men may 
share the same opinions, seek and secure the same moral or social ends, 
and each grow richer thereby. The share of each in spiritual spoils 
grows with their distribution. No individual becomes ignorant by 
teaching others; nor do the wills which unite in the pursuit of a 
common good lose either their privacy or their spontaneity. 

But material property seems to have nothing of this character, 
(iold or land cannot be mine unless it is not another s, nor another s 
unless it is not mine. It can become another’s only if I relinquish it 
or am deprived of it. Nor does it matter whether that other be 
another individual, or a civic community, or a State. 

In this contrast between material property, such as land or gold, 
and spiritual property, such as knowledge or virtue, we come once 
more upon the essential distinction between spirit and nature. 
Physical nature is always self-resistant; its parts are held together 
as a whole by the mechanical strain of mutual exclusion, and by the 
dependence which is necessity But spirit can have no genuine 
‘other 1 . It must be universal, un-divided or individual, penetrate its 
object, and therefore be itself in its opposite. 

Hence, if self-exclusion, the mutual repulsion of parts and 
elements, be the last word about material things, and if property be 
purely a material thing, then the assertion of one economic will 
against another, the ‘struggle for existence’, the brute force of com¬ 
petition, in which the individual not only strengthens himself but 
weakens his neighbour, are ultimate facts of social life. The individ¬ 
ual will, so far as it asserts itself in material property, must therefore 
be expelled, if social ends are to be harmoniously sought. 

But Idealism, in asserting the relation of the object to the subject, 
has denied the utter or complete materiality of any object whatso- 
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ever. And it is precisely this assumption - that ‘property’, is at any¬ 
time, or in any object, a merely materia! fact - which I desire to 
question. I must question it the more closely because it is the source 
of some of the most stubborn obstacles to practical progress in social 
matters and of some of the most difficult social problems. I refer, 
in particular, to such problems as the extension and limits of 
communal or State enterprise in manufacturing and trading, the 
rights of the State to prohibit or regulate trusts, combinations and 
unions, and, in general, the apparent antagonism of socialistic and 
individualistic ends, of private and social rights. 

Let us first make the assumption clear. If we take public opinion 
as it stands to-day, we shall find it well-nigh unanimous on one 
point. Both those who advocate and those who resist the extension 
of the business functions of a municipality or State consider that 
such extension can be effected only by limiting the range of individ¬ 
ual enterprise. It seems too obvious for discussion that the more the 
organised community undertakes to possess, or control, or do, the 
narrower the sphere of individual activity, enterprise, and owner¬ 
ship. But, while Socialists and Individualists agree as to the effects 
of the extension of the communal powers, they differ as to their 
practical value. The former welcome the extension on the ground 
that it would limit the individual's opportunity for doing wrong; 
the latter oppose it on the ground that it must limit the individual's 
opportunity fot doing right. 

Public ow nership of the means of production is advocated, not 
merely or primarily because the community would show greater 
enterprise, or be economically a more efficient producer than the 
private person, but because it seems to be the only means within 
our power of avoiding the manifold evils which spring from the 
cupidity that comes of irresponsible private ownership. The word 
‘State’, we are told, has taken to itself new connotations - ‘the State- 
idea has changed its content. Whatever State control may have 
meant fifty years ago, it never meant hostility to private property as 
such. Now, for us, and for as far ahead as we can see, it means this 
and little else.’^ 4 


" Fabian Essays, p. 208, 

4 Hubert Bland, ‘The Outlook’, in Fabian Essuyt, td. 0 - Bernard Shaw (London, 
Allen, [Q20: first edition i88q), 208 
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Public ownership is resisted on the same ground. The individual¬ 
ist insists, sometimes wrongly and sometimes rightly, that commu¬ 
nal production is wasteful and economically inefficient. But his real 
objection to it does not spring from that cause. On the contrary, he 
objects to it whether it be wasteful or not, and objects to it more 
vigorously even if it is not wasteful, for in that case it invades the 
province of individual rights more successfully, commits a wrong 
without bringing immediate retribution, and therefore, in the long 
run, brings the greater social danger. For he, too, sees in communal 
appropriation ‘hostility to private property , and in State and 
municipal trading the competition of the whole with its own 
members. 

Full agreement as to the exclusive relation of the private and the 
public will, and the direct antagonism of private and public rights 
of ownership - such is the attitude of both Individualists and Social- 

It follows that this social problem is material or economical only- 
on the surface. In its deeper bearings it is ethical: it is the question 
of the rights of personality, And questions of right are always funda¬ 
mental; for rights are ultimate, and involve the person. A nation or 
individual which is fighting for its rights is fighting for its hfe. Ins 
as aright that the Individualist would limit the enterprises of the 
State or municipality ; it is as a right that the Socialist would extend 
them. And to do them justice we must admit that ‘rights are sacred 
to both alike. No Socialist would advocate the violation of a citizen s 
rights: but he does not admit that the citizen has lights of property 
against the State. All property, he believes, belongs to the State; it 
is held by the individual as a loan or trust; and the State can resume 
its borrowed property whenever, in peace or war, it sees occasion. 
The Individualist, on the other hand, believes that the rights of the 
individual are final. Even if they did emanate originally from social 
relations, and the State has given them as well as helped to maintain 
them, still the gift is a veritable gift, made once for all. If the State 
in national straits has to resume them, its resumption is only a 
borrowing from the individual, to be repaid with interest when once 

the crisis is over. . ., „ ■ ,■ , - 

The collision of views between the Individualist and Socialist is 

thus direct. The opponents stand on the same ground- for both 
assume that individual and social rights in the same ob)ects are 
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incompatible, and that the rights in each case are fundamental. 
Hence any compromise necessitated by the exigencies of social life 
is deplored as a wrong; and it is effected only after a severe struggle 
between the parties. The equilibrium thus secured is essentially 
unstable, and it is disturbed whenever a new exigency arises. 

This is one of the main causes both of the present social unrest 
and of the helpless empiricism of our social methods. Nor is there 
any hope of better ways except in examining the ground from which 
the antagonism springs. And this can be done with the better pros¬ 
pect of success inasmuch as the assumption made by both sides has 
been examined by neither, nor has either side realised the signifi¬ 
cance of its own negation. The controversy persists, in fact, just 
because both the defence and the attack have lacked uncompromis¬ 
ing thoroughness. 

The Individualist can prove that the utter denial of all rights of 
private property will destroy the State, on whose behalf it is made, 
by destroying the individuality of its members. Let the individual 
own nothing but himself, and he will not have a self to own. Having 
no foothold whatsoever in the outer world, he would live only on 
sufferance; having no right to impress his own will on any object 
he would not be able to express himself in any act: he would have 
no sphere for his activities, no trust or responsibilities, no duties, 
and, therefore, no opportunity of realising his personality or learn¬ 
ing virtue. 

The State - if, indeed, such a community of mere dependants 
could be called a State - might be benevolent to him, feeding, cloth¬ 
ing, and housing him, satisfying every want as it arose, or fore¬ 
stalling them like a mother with her babe. But as man reaches man¬ 
hood he develops other wants than these. He wants to rule his own 
life, to exercise his own powers, to pursue his own ends. The State 
might engage him; but it would be in labour not his ‘own , upon 
objects not his own, and in the service of purposes not his own; for 
the State has said of all things, ‘Not Thine, but Mine.’ In short, tf 
Socialism is verily the extinction of all individual property, men 
would be reduced into things. This result is concealed from the 
advocate of such extinction by the fact that he unconsciously retains 
the sense and rights of individual ownership. Indeed, he makes 
every citizen heir to the good of the whole State. But this is either 
to reinstate Individualism in an aggravated form, or it is to use 
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above the distinction of ‘Mine and Thine’ from which the whole 
controversy has originated. Private property may, as is alleged, give 
occasion for cupidity, competition, aggression, the untold miseries 
of extreme poverty, and the no less tragedy of unjust, profligate, 
and irresponsible wealth. Nevertheless it is the condition of the 
opposite virtues - of loyal service, of justice, of generosity, of man¬ 
hood itself. The means of doing what is right are the same as the 
means of doing wrong. There must be choice between them, and 
the choice must be real; and that is not possible unless personality 
has its own sphere and inalienable station in the outer world. The 
remedy does not lie, as the Socialist believes, in removing the 
occasion of cupidity and the other evils, but in putting the occasion 
to a better use. The Individualist is right in insisting upon private 
property as unconditionally necessary both for the individual and 
the .State. 

But to acknowledge this exclusive side of property and even of 
self-hood, and to acknowledge it in a full and unqualified way, is, 
after all, to admit only one half of the truth. 

If we examine the conception of private property more closely, 
we shall find that it means more than mere possession by one person 
to the exclusion of others. Mere possession and exclusion does not 
exhaust the significance or express the sacredness of private prop¬ 
erty. It does not account for the ngkt, which is the essential element. 
A man may possess a thing which he does not own; he may hold it 
against others, like a rubber bis booty. To convert it into property 
requires more than his private will to own it himself and to exclude 
others. In the first place, property must he regarded as an instru¬ 
ment of utility, A claim to a thing which a man can never use, either 
directlv or by exchange, is a claim to an encumbrance. In owning 
such a thing V owns less than nothing. Property incapable of use 
is redlv not property but dead matter, and matter out of place. To 
make it property is'to make it the possible instrument of a will ; 
and anything which doubles or halves its use, doubles or halves the 
property. It is relation to man’s desires and will, that is, it is the 
spiritual aspect of a thing which makes it property. 

In the next place, property implies not only utility to the owner, 
but the recognition of (he ownership by the society in which he lives. 
It is true that I must be able to say of an object that it is mine and 
mine as means of possible personal ends; but I must also be able to 
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add that it is mine fry right. And in order that I may say this, society 
must be a partner in my act of appropriation. The purely individual 
or isolated will cannot constitute a right, for a right is an essentially 
social matter. To my statement, ‘It is Mine’, Society must add, ‘It 
is Thine, and Thine by my enactment.' 

An important principle lies here, which it will be well to illus¬ 
trate. When I say that a thing is mine by right, 1 mean that my 
possession of it ought to be recognised by others. My possession 
implies a social obligation on my fellows. 1 consider that they must 
refrain of their own accord from appropriating or injuring my prop¬ 
erty. Their recognition of mv ownership is not an act of grace on 
their part, but a claim I have upon them. I consider myself wronged 
if I must protect my property by force, as if I were a robber. The 
most individualistic of private owners, the most strenuous in 
asserting that he can do as he likes with his own and that his prop¬ 
erty is the mere instrument and creation of his own private will, is 
usually the first to call upon the State to assert and make good his 
rights. But he is not aware that, in doing so, he is acknowledging 
that his property is an expression of the social will; that his owner¬ 
ship, whenever it becomes a right, is due not alone nor primarily to 
his having said but to the State having said Thtne. He is 

calling the State to ratify not his will, but its own. 

Hence we can condemn the mere Individualist from his own 
mouth. In his claim for the acknowledgment and defence of his 
property as a right, he is admitting that his property is an institution 
of the State, His demand that the State shall throw its aegis over 
his property means that the State, in protecting him, is only making 
good its own decrees. 

Hence, further, the property of an individual is a symbol of 
renunciation on the part of society. Property is an ethical fact, 
implying, on the part of society, the recognition of a restraining and 
binding though self-imposed law. Indeed, the essence of private 
property is that it is the result of an act whereby society endows its 
individual members with rights against itself. Merely private self- 
assertion can never of itself create property; that can be done only 
by the affirmation of the social will. The individual’s rights are 
therefore not individual in the isolating sense, but social. They are 
rights because they are not merely private. The more private they 
are the more they tend to vanish as rights, and the more the 
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property becomes a mere possession held by force. On the other 
hand, the more full and sacred the rights the more they embody 
the mind of society, and are endowed and endorsed by the social 
will. 

We arrive thus at a conclusion which is as important as it is 
interesting. We took up the conception of private property for 
analysis because it seemed prima facte to contradict our main thesis, 
namely, that spirit, in breaking down all final antagonism to itself 
and abolishing every exclusive ‘other’, nevertheless did not absorb 
that other or nullify its opposition to itself, but rather fortified its 
opposite against itself by putting itselj into it. But instead of contra¬ 
dicting, it illustrates our main principle, exhibiting the same 
phenomena as we have already observed in knowledge and in 
morals. If, in knowing, reason does away with the dualism of spirit 
and nature, it at the same time establishes the order of nature as a 
reality (though no longer an unspiritual reality), which gives the rule 
to reason and stands as the ideal of the whole process of knowing. If, 
in action, spirit negates the rights of the passions to war against 
reason, it at the same time gives them new rights and a new freedom 
and range of utterance as the instruments of reason, and even as its 
elements and self-expression. 

In a similar way, as private property is really property only when 
it is an instrument which the individual can use, or when it is means 
of his self-realisation through action, it implies; and indeed is, a 
social fact. Property is a sphere of activities, a ‘station and its 
duties? a system of obligations set up by the individual against 
himself. On the other hand, as private property is more than indi¬ 
vidual appropriation, as it is rightful ownership, it means the recog¬ 
nition by society of a law which imposes restraints on its own 
caprice, and a system of obligations which it must observe, and 
observe the more scrupulously, regard as the more binding, because 
thev are expressions of its own will. Private property, in a word, is 
an institution wherein the individual finds a rule of action in society 
and society a rule of action in the individual. . 

With the progress of civilisation the rights which the individual 
on the one side or the State on the other establishes within its 


This, of course is an allusion to Bradley’s doctrine of my station and its duties 
articulated in Ethical Studies {Oxford, Clarendon Press, iM 
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‘other 1 become at once more wide and various and more sacred. 
The more highly developed an individual’s morality, that is, the 
more his will is socialised, the more his property and person find 
their use and function in social activities. And, on the other hand, 
a developed society accords more independence to its members than 
any other. It recognizes more of their rights, and it is more strenu¬ 
ous in their defence. So complete is the self-alienation of the State, 
that it will maintain the rights of its citizen against itself, He can 
confront its actions with its laws by help of the laws; and, by consti¬ 
tutional means, he can arraign the State-that-is before the State- 
that-ought-to-be. In short, in the right that it accords its citizens, 
the State gives a convincing example of the evolution of spiritual 
subjects by fortifying their opposites against themselves; for it 
plants itself in its own members. Even ‘private property 1 illustrates 
the concurrent growth of both the subjective and objective aspects 
of spirit. 

I must now endeavour to apply our principle to one of the gravest 
social problems of our time. 

Amongst the social changes most desired and most feared in our 
times is that interference with individual rights, or that extension 
of communal activity, implied in the word ‘Socialism’. Both rhose 
who desire and those who fear this change are prone to regard it as 
inevitable, and as taking place with an accelerating velocity. The 
new economic conditions arising from industrial combinations, the 
vastness and compactness of the organisations both of capital and 
labour, and the shock of their impact when they collide, seem to 
manv reflective people to threaten both the freedom of the individ¬ 
ual and the stability of the State. It is concluded, and often unwill¬ 
ingly concluded, that the State must put forth more powers; must 
control, or buy out, or appropriate, or socialise by some method or 
other the means of production. If it does not, it will either become 
the victim of the will of the Capitalist, or fall into the hands of 
United Labour, which is hindered from seizing the reins of the 
State only because, as yet, it is not fully awake to its own powers. 

Nay, we are told that Socialism is already come. 

Step by step the political power and political organisation of the 
country have been used for individual ends, until to-day the largest 
emplover of labour is one of the ministers of the Crown (the 
Postmaster-General), and almost every conceivable trade is, some- 
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where or other, carried on b\ parish, municipality, or the National 
Government itself, without the intervention of any middleman or 
capitalist , . Besides our international relations, and the army, 
navy, police, and the courts of justice, the community now carries 
on for itself, in some part or other of these islands, the post-office, 
telegraphs, carriage of small commodities, coinage, surveys, the 
regulation of the currency and note issue, the provision of weights 
and measures, the making, sweeping, lighting, and repairing of 
streets, roads, and bridges, life insurance, the grant of annuities, 
shipbuilding, stockbroking, hanking, farming, and money-lending. 

It provides for many' thousands of us from birth to burial - mid¬ 
wifery, nursery, education, board and lodging, vaccination, medical 
attendance, medicine, public worship, amusements, and interment, 

It furnishes and maintains its own museums, parks, art-galleries, 
libraries, concert-halls , . . markets, slaughter-houses, fire-engines, 
lighthouses, pilots, ferries, surf-boats , , public baths, wash¬ 
houses .., cow meadows, etc,, etc. 

Besides its direct supersession of private enterprise, the State 
now registers, inspects, and controls nearly all the industrial func¬ 
tions which it has not yet absorbed h 

Then follows another significant list, concluding with the words: 

Even the kind of package in which some articles shall be sold is 
duly prescribed, so that the individual capitalist shall take no 
advantage of his position. On every side he is being registered, 
inspected, controlled, and eventually superseded by the com¬ 
munity; and in the meantime he is compelled to cede for public 
purposes an ever-increasing share of his rent and interest. Even in 
the fields still abandoned to private enterprise, its operations are 
thus every dav more closely limited, in order that the anarchic 
competition of private greed . . may not utterly destroy the State. 

All this has been done bv ‘practical’ men, ignorant, that is to say, 
of any scientific sociology, believing Socialism to be the most fool¬ 
ish of dreams. L 

Now what are we to say of this picture? That it is partly the 
effect of rhetorical grouping? And that where operations are so vari¬ 
ous and so extensive in scale as they are in a great State, skilful 
grouping may bring out almost any result? Nor merely so, I believe. 
The facts are in the main accurately set forth, and the general tend- 

> See Fabian Essays, pp. *7^8. [The quotation is from Sidney Webb, ‘The Buis of 
Socialism: Historic’.] 

1 Ibid., pp. 4Q, 50. [Sidney Webb.] 
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ency of the times is not in the least doubtful. The manifold indus¬ 
tries now conducted by public bodies were all ‘at one time left to 
private individuals, and were a source of legitimate investment and 
capital’. Social industrial functions have enormously increased, and 
they have all been assumed through the dispossession of individuals. 

But before we take the side of the Socialist in rejoicing at this 
fact, or with the Individualist in bewailing it - before we take sides, 
if take sides we must - it will be well to ask a question which both 
have practically overlooked. There is no doubt that State and civic 
enterprise have increased, but has private enterprise contracted? 
Can the former increase only at the expense of the latter? Are the 
two spheres mutually exclusive, or is it possible that the general law 
of the growth of spiritual subjects, whether individual or social, 
holds here too, and that each in developing may strengthen its 
opposite? 

Let us look once more at the facts of the case - the facts cited 
by the Socialist to prove that ‘every day they limit private enterprise 
more closely, and by eliminating private ownership remove the 
anarchic competition of private greed’. What do we see when we 
look abroad at the commercial and industrial community of to-day? 
Is it a mammoth State, a Leviathan, gradually absorbing its citizens 
into itself, annihilating their private wills and all the good and evil 
which spring therefrom, and reducing them first into mere 
employees and then into mere tools? Or is it a country whose people 
are more free, whose private wealth is greater, whose individual 
enterprises are more far-reaching, whose persons are more effective 
in their command of the material conditions of life than at any other 
period in its history? And is competition less keen, and the race for 
wealth no longer run, except by the few? We are told by those who 
are engaged in business, whether its scale be great or small, that 
competition is daily becoming more sharp, and that the weak and 
incompetent are being eliminated with more and more automatic 
certainty and less and less mercy. And is private greed disappearing 
under the new regime? What does the moralist fear more, or with 
better reasons to-day, than that the new industrial conditions will 
absorb the mind of the nation to a degree that imperils the deeper 
foundations of its welfare? 

The contention that ‘Socialism is already upon us’ is true, if by 
that is meant that the method of organised communal enterprise is 
more in use; but it is not true if it means that the individual’s sphere 
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of action, or his power to extract utilities, that is, wealth, out of his 
material environment has been limited. It is being overlooked that 
the displacement of the individual is but the first step in his re- 
instalment; and that what is represented as the ‘Coming of Social¬ 
ism’ may, with equal truth, be called the ‘Coming of Individualism’. 
The junctions of the State and City on the one stde and those of the 
individual on the other, have grown together , Both private and 
communal enterprise have enormously increased during the last 
century, and, account for it as we may, they are both still increasing. 
Hence it is possible that here, once more, the principle is illustrated 
according to which the realisation of the self, whether on the part 
of the individual or of the State, is at the same time the realisation 
of the self’s opposite. It is possible that the State as a single organ¬ 
ism grows in power, even as its citizens acquire freedom; and that 
the more free and enterprising the citizens, the more sure the order 
and the more extensive the operations of the State. The antagonism 
of the State and the citizen is one of those things, taken for granted 
without being examined, which have done most mischief in social 
matters. It is possible, at least, that by its regulation of industries 
the State while limiting caprice has enlarged freedom; that in appro¬ 
priating industrial enterprises it has liberated the economic power 
of its citizens - nay, that it has multiplied owners, and increased 
for them the utilities of wealth, which is to increase wealth itself. 

If we judged things solely by their first appearances, the con¬ 
clusion is inevitable that appropriation by the State means the 
expropriation of the citizen, and nothing further. Did the State not 
carry our letters, it is certain that private enterprise would do so, 
and reap the profits. And yet I can conceive no one, from the king 
to the beggar, who would take the carrying of letters from the hands 
of the State. Everyone recognises that by the present method his 
private purposes are being realised better than they could by any 
other. And the publicity of the means in nowise militates against 
the privaev of the communications. Nor does the use of that means 
by all diminish their value for each. On the contrary, through the 
combined desires of the many the desires of each are met with 

greater facility and efficiency. 

Wc must, therefore, take into account not only the displacement 
of the individual capitalist who might have run the penny post, but 
also the productive use of the capital of the vast multitude who 
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employ the penny post. The actual result of this State invention is 
to make us all shareholders in a vast enterprise whose services and 
utilities are greater to each because they are open to all - or to 
all who can buy stamps. The State in this undertaking has indeed 
prevented the individual from saying L Not Thine' to his neighbours; 
but it has also enabled its citizens to say Uline’, with new signifi¬ 
cance over a wider range of utilities. And the essence and value of 
property do not lie in exclusion, in saying l Not Thine’, as the 
unsocialised and unmoralised agent believes, but in its inclusion, in 
widening and deepening the meaning of ‘Mine’. 

But this aspect of the truth is ignored by the Socialist. He sees 
in this instance only the supersession of the one private capitalist, 
and he ignores the creation of the millions of active shareholders. 
He sees the displacement, but overlooks the re-instalment. He over¬ 
looks the fact that the State only holds the capital for its members, 
that it gives back the profits in utilities, and that it makes itself the 
instrument of the individual will, and thereby indefinitely enlarges 
its powers. For the State, after all, acts for the individual, and by 
means of the individual in this matter; it organises the powers of its 
citizens, but it does not annul them. 

We should reach the same results, on the whole, if we examined 
other State and Civic undertakings. And although I am by no means 
prepared to say that there is no limit or rule to State and Civic 
enterprises, I may claim that both the abstract opposition to, and 
the abstract advocacy of, State or municipal action, on the ground 
that it is an encroachment on individual enterprise and nothing else, 
are radically unintelligent and false. They rest on categories of mere 
exclusion, which in the sphere of rational activities are never true. 

All legitimate State or Civic enterprise means the organisation 
rather than the elimination of individual wills; and this, in turn, 
means not only more united action on the part of the whole, but 
more efficient action and a deeper individuality on the part of the 
members. 

Organisation no doubt carries with it limitation. When we 
become members of a club, or church, or a body of college fellows, 
or a business concern, we give up something of our own will. In 
this respect all social usages, traditions, institutions, and laws, are 
what Rousseau thought them - bonds and chains; and the free man 
would be the man who ran wild in woods, enjoyed the liberty of 
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the consistent Individualist, and of the wild ass. But, precisely in 
the degree to which the purposes of the society are rational and it 
attains these purposes, what is limited for the individual is not his 
freedom but his caprice, not his power to do right but his inclination 
to do wrong. 

And such, on the whole, are the so-called ‘interferences with the 
individual’, which are implied in the restrictions, the control, the 
activities of the State and the city. Fither by explicit ordinances, or 
by a recognised code of usages, customs and manners, we are lim¬ 
ited in a thousand wavs. We cannot ramble whither we will over 
meadow and through forest as our biue-painted ancestors could; we 
must keep to the paths and roads. We cannot be judges in our ow ; n 
cause, nor right our own wrongs. We cannot even make any bar¬ 
gains we please, nor do quite as we like with our own. We cannot 
employ women in pits though they be willing, nor little children in 
factories, nor men in foul air and unwholesome premises. 

But the good citizen and the intelligent capitalist does not desire 
to do these things. What the legislature has done, on the whole, is 
to limit the will to do what is wrong and stupid. It is only the 
pseudo-freedom of irrational caprice which has been limited. Nor 
has the State invaded any rights in such action; for the liberty to 
do wrong is not a right, but the perversion of a right and its 
negation; and the elimination of caprice is no loss to any one: it is 
one of the ends of all moral and social development. 

But there is much more than this negation and limitation of the 
individual’s caprice involved in his organisation into society. A good 
law, or social institution, is, at bottom, not negative but positive. It 
apportions rights, and gives the individual a more effective person¬ 
ality. In taking from the individual the right to be judge of his own 
cause, and avenger of his own wrongs, it ie-instates it on a better 
basis. Though at the moment of contention we might desire to take 
the law into our own hands, we recognise that our neighbour would 
also desire it, and that on the whole the State can do this business 
better for both. The State does not annul the will for justice of 
either party, but puts an instrument in their hands for the better 
realisation of that will. 

Now I believe this reinstatement of the individual will on a more 
effective basis takes place in nearly all of the matters which the 
State and the city undertake to perform. At least, it is a striking 
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fact that, in this country at least, in spite of its purely empirical and 
unscientific social methods, there has been very little disposition to 
withdraw from the city or the State any industrial or other under¬ 
takings which have been once committed to them. It is not merely 
that it is difficult to do so, that private enterprise cannot enter into 
the arena or hold its own against a trading municipality or State, 
but that, except in the rarest instances, the reversion to private 
enterprise is not desired. 

The reason is that, in spite of displacement, the individual has 
received from State and Civic organisation a vast accession of 
strength. The organisation of modern activities, of which the State 
is only the supreme instance, has placed in the hands of private 
persons the means of conceiving and carry ing out enterprises that 
were beyond the dreams of the richest of capitalists in the past. The 
merchant in his office, the employer in his yard, can command far 
wider and more varied services, and make their will felt to the ends 
of the earth. The imperial post, the telegraphic system, the civic 
lighting and cleansing of the streets — what are they except most 
powerful instruments of the individual will? The State and the city 
have appropriated these undertakings and many more, but it makes 
over their utilities to the citizen, liberates his will for other pur¬ 
poses, and multiplies its power a thousandfold. More men can now 
say ‘Mine’ of more things. Citizens have been drawn into the activi¬ 
ties of the State, for their good has been identified with it in new 
ways; and enterprises which in previous times were outside the 
range of their lives are now within it. We can say ^Otirs of parks, 
tramways, bridges, art-galleries, public libraries and museums, and 
if we are worthy of membership in this organism of many functions, 
we would as soon impair or destroy these common goods as squan¬ 
der our ‘private’ wealth. No doubt in all these cases we must say 
‘7W as well as ‘Mine’, for the utilities are common. The negative 
aspect of property is becoming more contracted, but that is no loss 
to anvone, not even to the jealous and unsocialised unit, if he would 
onlv believe it. 

Once it is clearly seen that the essence of property is the owner¬ 
ship of utilities, the exclusion of others becomes a secondary matter. 
It is quite true that common ownership and common enterprises 
turn us into limited proprietors; but they make us limited pro-^ 
prietors of indefinitely large utilities. Through the common use ot 
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public means to meet individual wants, the real possessions and 
power of every one are enlarged. Break up the common use, and 
the use for each by himself will be less. Take the individual out of 
the organised state, disentangle his life from that of his neighbours, 
give him ‘the freedom of the wild ass’, make him king of an empire 
of savages, and he will he as naked and poor and powerless as the 
lowest of his subjects - except, perhaps, for some extra plumes and 
shells. 

Thus we return once more to our main principle; in the mechan¬ 
ical sphere equilibrium implies exclusion and resistance; in the 
sphere of life, and especially of rational life, mutual exclusion gives 
way to mutual inclusion. State and citizen live and develop only in 
and through each other. It is the unmoralised community and the 
unsocialised individual which follow methods of resistance and 
mutual exclusion. As they grow in strength - that is, in the power 
to conceive wider ends and to carry them out - State and citizen 
enter more deeply the one into the other. If the State owns the 
citizen the citizen also owns the State; each finds in the other the 
means of its power and the defence of its rights. So that the Indi¬ 
vidualist might well desire more ‘State interference’ and the socialist 
more ‘private rights'; for the best means of producing strong men 
is a highly organised State, and the only way of producing a strong 
State is to make the citizens own so much, care for so much, be 
responsible for so much, that each can say, without injury to his 
neighbour, ‘The State is mine’. 

This concurrent evolution of social and individual rights, duties, 
and powers is inconceivable on the ordinary view. But history 
teaches it. I am not sure that the growth of civilisation teaches any¬ 
thing else of equal importance. The civic States of Greece, first 
experiments as they were in corporate freedom, both gave more 
freedom to their citizens and performed more functions themselves 
than the earlier despotisms. But if we contrast the Greek with 
modern States and municipalities we shall find that their service to 
their citizens was as much less varied and effective as the recog¬ 
nition of their private rights was more limited. Life was not so safe 
on the streets of Athens as it is in London, nor were the conditions 
of public health or the means of satisfying so many wants so fully 
or securely provided. Athens did far less for its citizens. On the 
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other hand, it is not necessary to add that it respected their rights 
much less. 

It is the inspiring spectacle of all men earing better for each, and 
each caring more for all, that the evolution of human society pre¬ 
sents. That this is the conscious purpose and set aim of either men 
or States in general may be impossible to maintain. But the prin¬ 
ciples of life operate when they are not observed: men reason with¬ 
out knowing leigic, and social motives operate when they are not 
watched. Indeed, the human spirit is never completely conscious of 
itself, and the ends attained both by men and States are often 
greater than their aims. Men set forth to realise private ends, to 
seek their private welfare, and they find that in doing so they have 
helped to realise the social order. And the same truth holds of 
States: in seeking the well-being of the citizens, which is becoming 
more and more their ruling purpose, they not only enlarge their 
own functions, but strengthen and secure themselves. So that, 
taking both sides together, and viewing both aspects of the truth, 
the process shows itself to be both a more intense integration and a 
mure diverse articulation of the moral cosmos. It is synthesis and 
analysis at one stroke; it is the growth of society as an active unity 
with an ever-increasing number of obligations and variety of ser¬ 
vices to the individual, and also the deepening of the individuality 
of the citizens as free and efficient personalities. 

If this be true, we are entitled to look to the future not without 
confidence. No doubt the creation of ever new and more powerful 
combinations within the State brings difficulties. They can neither 
be let alone nor ‘regulated’ or ‘annulled’ rashly. And in our dealings 
with them we cannot lean on the experience of the race, for in 
this respect our times are untried. Nevertheless these combinations, 
whether of labour or capital, and the regulation or assumption of 
their functions by the State, are not things to be in themselves 
deplored. Organisation is economy and power, and never the mere 
negation and displacement of the private will. It is not, therefore, 
to be resisted and retarded as a matter of course. It is possible tor 
order and liberty to grow together: it is certain that they cannot 

grow apart. 

But it will be asked, does this mean that we are to welcome any 
and every municipal or State activity? Is all increase of corporate 


21 



Individualism , udknmm and the genera! will 


enterprise a liberation of the individual's force.’' By no means, I 
would answer. There are many reasons why every new departure 
should be carefully scrutinised, and tried by every test. The dislo¬ 
cation of private enterprises is not to be lightly entered upon: prob¬ 
ably never, if the good results which accrue terminate in a class and 
do not raise the State as a whole, or if private combination can serve 
the purpose with equal efficiency. The entrance of a municipality 
or State into the competitive field is not in all respects on a par 
with the entrance of a private competitor. And, above all, the range 
of the activities of the State or municipality varies with its intellec¬ 
tual capacity and moral strength. There is hardly too narrow a limit 
to the functions of a weak .State or a corrupt city, or too wide a 
limit for the intelligent and strong. 

The essential point, however, is this - that the limits are not to 
be fixed by any conception of the abstract antagonism of society and 
the individual: for each of these is true to itself precisely in the 
degree to which it is faithful to its opposite. The criterion of the 
action of the State is the effective freedom of its citizens. There 
remains in the moral life of the citizens an intensely individual 
element which the State must never over-ride. The rights of per¬ 
sonality can be wisely sacrificed to nothing, nor its good postponed 
to either city or Stare or humanity. But, on the other hand, the 
sovereignty of the individual’s will and all its sacredness come from 
its identification with a wider w ill. His rights are rooted in the rights 
of others; and all the rights alike draw their life-sap from the moral 
law, the universal good, the abjective rightness, of which no jot or 
tittle can pass away. Hence, the individual can resist the will of the 
community or the extension ot the functions of his city or State 
only when he has identified his own will with a will that is more 
universal, more concrete, and the source of higher imperatives than 
either. And this means that he can resist the State only for the good 
of the State, and never merely for his own profit. The content of 
the authoritative will must always be the common good, and the 
common good must always assume a personal form. 

In a word, the essence of society is moral. It is only on moral 
grounds that we can determine the nature and limits of its func¬ 
tions. And the social reformer who comprehends this fact, so far 
from either welcoming or resisting the increase of social enterprises 
as a matter of course, will seek for onlv one supreme innovation, 
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namelv, that of moralising our social relations as they stand. And the 
need for this is paramount. We have been teaching rights: hence¬ 
forth we have by practice and precept to teach duties; and of all 
these duties, most of all the duty of sanctifying our daily sphere of 
ordinary labour. We have been teaching Charity; but charity must 
become justice yet - not in the way of partitioning goods, but of 
rightly appraising services. To both master and man the social 
reformer must teach that every industry in the land is meant to be 
a school of virtue. 

We must come back to ourselves, or rather reach forward to our¬ 
selves; for we ourselves are the roots of all our problems, and in 
ourselves alone is their solution to be found. We must moralise our 
social relations as they stand, and every other reform will come as a 
thing of course. 
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The Right of the State over the 
Individual in War 

T. [I. GREEN 


157. (1) It may be admitted that to describe war as ‘multitudinous 
murder is a figure of speech. The essence of murder does not lie 
in the fact that one man takes away the life of another, but that he 
does this to ‘gain his private ends’ and with ‘malice’ against the 
person killed. I am not here speaking of the legal definition of 
murder, but of murder as a term of moral reprobation, in which 
sense it must be used by those who speak of war as ‘multitudinous 
murder’. They cannot mean murder in the legal sense, because in 
that sense only ‘unlawful killing’, which killing in war is not, is 
murder, When I speak of‘malice’, therefore, I am not using ‘malice’ 
in the legal sense. In that sense ‘malice’ is understood to be the 
attribute of every sense ‘wrongful act done intentionally without 
just or lawful excuse’,“ and is ascribed to acts (such as killing an 
officer of justice, knowing him to be such, while resisting him in a 
riot) in which there is no ill-will of the kind which ive suppose in 
murder, when we apply the term in its natural sense as one of moral 
disapprobation. Of murder in the moral sense the characteristics are 
those stated, and these are not present in the case of a soldier who 
kills one on the other side in battle. He has no ill-will to that par¬ 
ticular person or to any particular person. He incurs an equal risk 
with the person whom he kills, and incurs that risk not for the sake 
of killing him. His object in undergoing it is not private to himself 
but a service (or what he supposes to be a service) to his country, 

1 Markby, Elements of Lap, sec 226. [.Sir William Markby, Elements 1,f Lap Con- 
i./cre -71;V, Hejetefite to the Pittietplts t>f (aetiettiffuTtipi'itdeticc (Oxford, Clarendon 
Press, 1871: sixth edition njoj),] 
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a good which is his own no doubt (that is implied in his desiring 
it), but which he presents to himself as common to him with others. 
Indeed, those who might speak of war as ‘multitudinous murder’ 
would not look upon the soldier as a murderer. If reminded that 
there cannot be a murder without a murderer, and pressed to say 
who, when a bloody battle takes place, the murderer or murderers 
are, they would probably point to the authors of the war. It may be 
questioned, by the way, whether there has ever been a war of which 
the origination could be truly said to rest with a definite person or 
persons, in the same way in which the origination of an act which 
would be called murder in the ordinary sense rests with a particular 
person. No doubt there have been wars for which certain assignable 
individuals were specially blameable, wars which they specially 
helped to bring about or had special means of preventing (and the 
more the wickedness of such persons is kept in mind the better); 
but even in these cases the cause of the war can scarcely be held to 
be gathered up within the will of any individual, or the combined 
will of certain individuals, in the same way as is the cause of murder 
or other punishable acts. When A. B, is murdered, the sole cause 
lies in some definite volition of C. D. or others, however that vol¬ 
ition may have been caused. But when a war ‘breaks out, though 
it is not to be considered, as we are too apt to consider it, a natural 
calamity which could not be prevented, it would be hard to maintain 
that the sole cause lies in some definite volition on the part of some 
assignable person or persons, even of those who are most to blame. 
Passing over this point, however, if the acts of killing in war are not 
murders (in the moral sense, the legal being out of the question) 
because they lack those characteristics on the part of the agent’s 
state of mind which are necessary to constitute a murder, the per¬ 
sons who cause those acts m be committed, if such persons can be 
pointed out, are not the authors of murder, multitudinous or other. 
They would only be so if the characteristic of ‘malice’, which is 
absent on the part of the immediate agent of the act, were present 
on their part as its ultimate agents. But this is not the case. However 
selfish their motives, they cannot fairly be construed into lll-wiM 
towards the persons who happened to be killed in the war; and 
therefore, whatever wickedness the persons responsible for the war 
are guilty of, they are not guilty of ‘murder’ in any natural sense ot 
the term, nor is there any murder in the case at all. 
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158. It does not follow from this, however, that war is ever other 
than a great wrong, as a violation on a multitudinous scale of the 
individual’s right to life. Whether it is so or not must he discussed 
on other grounds. If there is such a thing as a right to life on the 
part of the individual man as such, is there any reason to doubt that 
this right is violated in the case of every man killed in war? It is not 
to the purpose to allege that in order to a violation of right there 
must be not only a suffering of some kind on the part of the subject 
of a right, but an intentional act causing it on the part of a human 
agent. There is of course no violation of right when a man is killed 
by a wild beast or a stroke of lightning, because there is no right as 
between a man and a beast or between a man and a natural force. 
But the deaths in a battle are caused distinctly by human agency 
and intentional agency 7 . The individual soldier may not have any 
very distinct intention when he fires his rifle except to obey orders, 
but the commanders of the army and the statesmen who send it 
into the field intend the death of as many men as may be necessary 
for their purpose. It is true they do not intend the death of this or 
that particular person, but no more did the Irishman who fired into 
a body of police guarding the Fenian prisoners. It might fairly be 
held that this circumstance exempted the Irishman from the special 
moral guilt of murder, though according to our law it did not 
exempt him from the legal guilt expressed by that term; but no one 
would argue that it made the act other than a violation of the right 
to life on the part of the policeman killed. 1 No more can the absence 
of an intention to kill this or that specific person on the part of 
those who cause men to be killed in battle save their act from being 
a violation of the right to life. 

159. Is there then any condition on the part of the persons killed 
that saves the act from having this character? It may be urged that 
when the wat is conducted according to usages that obtain between 
civilised nations, (not when it is a village-burning war like that 
between the English and Afghans), the persons killed are voluntary 

1 Colonel Kelly, the ‘Chief Organiser', and a Fenian colleague were apprehended 
in Manchester in September 1867. On their wav to prison their comrades pulled 
off a dramatic rescue, in the course of which a police-guard was accidentally killed. 
On the basis of dubious evidence, and a trial that did not inspire confidence, the 
'Manchester Martyrs’, Allen, Larkin and O'Brien, were found guilty and 
executed. See F, S I- Lyons, Ireland Sinee the Famine (London, Fontana Collins, 

1973 ). ‘ 37 . 
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combatants, and OUdEi^ dblffittdl E.KiOV’ Soldiers, it may be said, 
are in the position of men who voluntarily undertake a dangerous 
employment. If some of them are killed, this is not more a violation 
of the human right to life than is the death of men who have 
engaged to work in a dangerous coal-pit. To this it must be answ¬ 
ered that if soldiers did in fact voluntarily incur the special risk of 
death incidental to their calling, it would not follow 1 that the right 
to life was not violated in their being killed. It is not a right which 
it rests with a man to retain or give up at his pleasure. It is not the 
less a wrong that a man should be a slave because he has sold 
himself into slavery . The individual’s right to live is but the other 
side of the right which society has in his living. The individual can 
no more voluntarily rid himself of it than he can of the social 
capacity, the human nature, on which it is founded. Thus, however 
readv men mav be for high wages to work in a dangerous pit, a 
wrong is held to be done if they are killed in it. If provisions which 
might have made it safe have been neglected, someone is held 
responsible. If nothing could make it safe, the working of the pit 
would not be allowed. The reason for not more generally applying 
the power of the state to prevent voluntary noxious employments, 
is not that there is no wrong in the death of the individual through 
the incidents of an employment which he has voluntarily under¬ 
taken, but that the wrong is more effectually prevented by training 
and trusting individuals to protect themselves than by the state pro¬ 
tecting them Thus the waste of life in war would not be the less a 
wrong, - not the less a violation of the nght, which subsists between 
all members of society, and which none can alienate that each 
should have his life respected by society, - if it were the fact t a 
those whose lives are wasted voluntarily incurred the risk of losing 
Them But it can scarcely lie held to be the fact. Not only is it 


^ the context th, means tot no one is 
derives from Aristotle. Set Ktaimmhitin Ctk,c t, '.ram. 
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impossible, evert when war is conducted on the most civilised 
methods, to prevent great incidental loss nf life (to say nothing of 
other injury) among non-combatants, the waste of the life of the 
combatants is one which the power of the state compels. This is 
equally true whether the army is raised by voluntary enlistment or 
by conscription. It is obviously so in the ease of conscription; but 
under a system of voluntary enlistment, though the individual sold¬ 
ier cannot say that he in particular has been compelled by the 
government to risk his life, it is still the case that the state compels 
the risk of a certain number of lives. It decrees that an army of such 
a size shall be raised, though if it can get the men by voluntary 
hiring it does not exercise compulsion on the men of a particular 
age, and it sends the army into the field. Its compulsive agency 
causes the death of the soldiers killed, not any voluntary action on 
the part of the soldiers themselves. The action of the soldiers no 
doubt contributes to the result, for if they all refused to fight there 
would be no killing, but it is an action put in motion and directed 
by the power of the state, which is compulsive in the sense that it 
operates on the individual in the last resort through fear of death, 
r6o. We have then in war a destruction of human life inflicted 
on the sufferers intentionally by voluntary human agency. It is true, 
as we saw, that it is not easy to say in any case by whose agency in 
particular. We may say indeed that it is by the agency of the state, 
but what exactly does that meant The state here must = the sover¬ 
eign power in the state; but it is always difficult to say by whom 
that power is wielded, and if we could in any case specify its present 
holders, the further question will arise whether their course of 
action has not been shaped for them by previous holders of power. 
But however widely distributed the agency may be which causes 
the destruction of life in war, it is still intentional human agency. 
The destruction is not the work of accident or of nature. If then it 
is to be other than a wrong, because a violation of the right to 
mutual protection of life involved in the membership of human 
society, it can only be because there is exercised m war some right 
that is paramount to this. It may be argued that this is the case; 
that there is no right to the preservation of life at the cost of losing 
the necessary conditions of ‘living well’; that war is in some cases 
the only means of maintaining these conditions, and that where this 
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is so, the wrong of causing the destruction of physical life disappears 
in the paramount right of preserving the conditions under which 
alone moral life is possible. 

161. This argument, however, seems to be only available for 
shifting the quarter in which we might be at first disposed to lay 
the blame of the wrong involved in war, not for changing the 
character of that wrong. It goes to show that the wrong involved in 
the death of certain soldiers does not necessarily lie with the govern¬ 
ment which sends those soldiers into the field, because this may be 
the only means by which the government can prevent more serious 
wrong; it does not show that there is no wrong in their death. If 
the integrity of anv state can only be maintained at the cost of war, 
and if that state is more than what many so-called states have been, 

- more than an aggregation of individuals or communities under 
one ruling power, - if it so far fulfils the idea of a state, that its 
maintenance is necessary to the free development of the people 
belonging to it; then by the authorities or people of that state no 
wrong is done bv the destruction of life which war involves, except 
so far as they are responsible for the state of things which renders 
the maintenance of the integrity of the state impossible by other 
means. But how does it come about that the integrity of such a state 
is endangered? Not by accident or by the forces of nature, but by 
intentional human agency in some form or other, however compli¬ 
cated; and with that agency lies the wrong-doing. To determine it 
(as we might be able to do if a horde of barbamns broke m on a 
civilised state, compelling it to resort to war for its defence) is a 
matter of small importance; what is important to bear in mind 
(being one of those obvious truths out of which we may allow our¬ 
selves to be sophisticated), is that the destruction of life in war is 
always wrong-doing, whoever be the wrong-doer, and that in the 
wars most strictly defensive of political freedom the wrong-doing is 
onlv removed from the defenders of political freedom to be trans¬ 
ferred elsewhere. If it is difficult in any case to say precisely where, 
that is onlv a reason for more general self-reproach, for a more 
humbling sense'* (as the preachers would say) of complicity in that 
radical (but conquerable, because moral) evil of mankind which ren- 


■Wh« docs the Lord require of thee, bur to do My ancI t« love mercy, and to 
watt humbly with thy God?’ king James Htblt, Micah, 6 8. 
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der$ such a means of maintaining political freedom necessary, The 
Language, indeed, which we hear from the pulpit about war being a 
punishment for the sins of mankind, is perfectly true, but it needs 
to be accompanied by the reminder that this punishment of sin is 
simply a consequence of the sin and itself a further sin, brought 
about by the action of the sinner, not, an external infliction brought 
about by agencies to which man is not a party. 

r62. In fact, however, if most wars had been wars for the main¬ 
tenance or acquisition of political freedom, the difficulty of fixing 
the blame of them, or at any rate of freeing one of the parties in 
each case from blame, would be much less than it really is, Of the 
European wars of the last four hundred years, how many could be 
fairly said to have been wars in which either or any of the parties 
were fighting for this end? Perhaps the wars in which the Dutch 
Republics defended themselves against Spain and against Louis 
XIV, and that in which Germany shook off the dominion of Napo¬ 
leon. Perhaps the more recent struggles of Italy and Hungary 
against the Austrian Government. Perhaps in the first outset of the 
war of 1792 the French may be fairly held to have been defending 
institutions necessary for the development of social freedom and 
equality. In this war, however, the issue very soon ceased to be one 
between the defenders of such institutions on the one side, and their 
assailants on the other, and in most modern wars the issue has not 
been or this kind at all. The wars have arisen primarily out of the 
rival ambition of kings and dynasties for territorial aggrandisement, 
with national antipathies and ecclesiastical ambitions, and the pas¬ 
sions arising out of religious partisanship, as complicating influ¬ 
ences. As nations have come more and more to distinguish and 
solidify themselves, and a national consciousness has come definitely 
to be formed in each, the rival ambitions of nations have tended 
more and more first to support, then perhaps to supersede, the 
ambitions of dynasties as causes of war. The delusion has been prac¬ 
tically dominant that the gain of one nation must mean the loss of 
another. Hence national jealousies in regard to colonial extension, 
hostile tariffs and the effort of each nation to exclude others from 
its markets. The explosion of this idea in the region of political 
economy has had little effect in weakening its hold on men’s minds. 
The people of one nation still hear with jealousy of another nation s 
advance in commerce, as if it meant some decay of their own. And 
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if the commercial jealousy of nations is very slow in disappearing, 
their vanity, their desire apart from trade each to become or to seem 
stronger than the other, has very much increased. A hundred and fifty 
years ago national vanity could scarcely be said to be an influence in 
politics. The people under one ruler were not homogeneous enough, 
had not enough of a corporate consciousness, to develop a national 
vanity. Now (under the name of patriotism) it has become, a more 
serious disturber of peace than dynastic ambition. Where the latter 
is dangerous, it is because it has national vanity to work upon. 

163. Our conclusion then is that the destruction of life in war (to 
say nothing of other evils incidental to it with which we are not 
here concerned) is always wrong-doing, with whomsoever the guilt 
of the wrong-doing may he; that only those parties to a war are 
exempt from a share in the guilt who can truly plead that to them 
war is the only means of maintaining the social conditions of the 
moral development of man, and that there have been very few cases 
in which this plea could be truly made. In saying this it is not 
forgotten, either that many virtues are called into exercise by war, 
or that wars have been a means by which the movement of mankind, 
which there is reason for considering a progress to higher good, has 
been carried on. These facts do not make the wrong-doing involved 
in war any less so. If nothing is to be accounted wrong-doing 
through which final good is wrought, we must give up either the 
idea of there being such a thing as wrong-doing, or the idea of there 
being such a thing as final good. If final good results from the world 
of our experience, it results from processes in which wrong-doing 
is an inseparable element. Wrong-doing is voluntary action, either 
(in the deeper moral sense) proceeding from a will uninfluenced by 
the desire to be good on the part of the agent (which may be taken 
to include action tending to produce such action), or (in the sense 
contemplated by the ‘'jus naturae ’) it is action that interferes with 
the conditions necessary to the free-play and development of a 
good-will on the part of others. It may he that, according to the 
divine scheme of the world, such wrong-doing is an element in a 
process bv which men gradually approximate more nearly to good 
(in the sense of a good will). We cannot think of God as a moral 
being without supposing this to be the case. But this makes no 
difference to wrong-doing in those relations in which it is wrong¬ 
doing, and with which alone we are concerned, viz. m relation to 
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the will of human agents anti to the results which those agents can 
foresee and intend to produce. If an action, so far as any results go 
which the agent can have in view or over which he has control, 
interferes with conditions necessary to the free-play and develop¬ 
ment of a good-wall on the part of others, it is not the less wrong¬ 
doing because, through some agency which is not his, the effects 
which he intended, and which rendered it wrong-doing, come to 
contribute to an ulterior good. Nor, if it issues from bad will (in 
the sense explained), is it less wrong (in the moral sense) because 
this will is itself, in the view of Some higher being, contributory to 
a moral good which is not, in whole or part, within the view of the 
agent. If then war is wrong-doing in both the above senses (as it is 
always, at any rate on the part of those with whom the ultimate 
responsibility for it lies), it does not cease to be so on account of 
any good resulting from it in a scheme of providence, 

164,. ‘But’, it may be asked, ‘are we justified in saying that it is 
always wrong-doing on the part of those with whom the ultimate 
responsibility lies? It is admitted that certain virtues may be evoked 
by war; that it mav have results contributory to the moral progress 
of mankind; may not the eliciting of these virtues, the production 
of these results, be contemplated by the originators of war, and does 
not the origination of war, so far as influenced by such motives, 
cease to be wrong-doing? It must be admitted that Caesar’s wars in 
Gaul were unprovoked wars of conquest, but their effect was the 
establishment of Roman civilisation with its equal law over a great 
part of western Europe, in such a way that it was never wholly 
swept away, and that a permanent influence in the progress of the 
European polity can be traced to it. May he not be credited with 
having had, however indefinitely, such an effect as this in view? 
Even if his wish to extend Roman civilisation was secondary to a 
plan for raising an army by which he might master the Republic, is 
he to have no credit for the beneficent results which are admitted 
to have ensued from the success of that plan? May not a similar 
justification be urged for English wars in India' If again, the estab¬ 
lishment of the civil unity of Germany and the liberation of Chris¬ 
tian populations in Turkey are admitted to have been gains to man¬ 
kind, is not that a justification of the persons concerned in the 
origination of the wars that brought about those results, so far as 
thev can be supposed to have been influenced by a desire for them. 
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165. These objections might be to the purpose if we were 
attempting the task (generally, if not always, an impossible one) of 
determining the moral desert, good or ill, of those who have been 
concerned in bringing this or that war about. Their tendency merely 
is to distribute the blame of the wrong-doing involved in war, to 
show how widely ramified is the agency in that wrong-doing, not 
to affect its character as wrong-doing. If the only way of civilising 
Gaul was to kill all the people whom Caesar’s wars caused to be 
killed, and if the desire for civilising it was a prevailing motive in 
Caesar’s mind, so much the better for Caesar, but so much the 
worse for the other unassignable and innumerable human agents 
who brought it about that such an object could only he attained in 
such a way. We are not, indeed, entitled to say that it could have 
been brought about in any other way. It is true to say (if we know 
what we are about in saying it) that nothing which happens in the 
world could have happened otherwise than it has. The question for 
us is, whether that condition of things which rendered e.g. Caesar’s 
Gallic wars, with the violation of human rights which they involved, 
the interference in the case of innumerable persons with the con¬ 
ditions under which man can be helpful to man (physical life being 
the first of these), the sine qua non in the promotion of ulterior 
human welfare, was or was not the work of human agency. If it was 
(and there is no doubt that it was, for to what merely natural agency 
could the necessity be ascribed?), then in that ordinary sense of the 
word ‘could’ in which it expresses our responsibility for our actions, 
men could have brought about the good result without the evil 
means. They could have done so if they had been better. It was 
owing to human wickedness - if less on Caesar’s part, then so much 
the more on the part of innumerable others - that the wrong-doing 
of those wars was the appropriate means to this ulterior good. So 
in regard tc the other cases instanced. It is idle to speculate on 
other means by which the permanent pacification of India, or the 
unification of Germany, or the liberation of Christians in European 
Turkey might have been brought about; but it is important to bear 
in mind that the innumerable wrong acts involved in achieving 
them - acts wrong, because violations of the rights of those directly 
affected by them — did not cease to be wrong acts because under 
the given condition of things the results specified would not have 
been obtained without them. This given condition of things was not 
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like that (e.g.) which compels the castaways from a shipwreck, so 
many days from shore, and with only so much provision in their 
boat, to draw 1 lots which shall be thrown overboard. It was a con¬ 
dition of things which human wickedness, through traceable and 
untraceable channels, brought about. If the individual promoters of 
wars, which through the medium of multitudinous wrong-doing 
have yielded good to mankind, have been really influenced by a 
desire for any such good, - and much scepticism is justified in 
regard to such a supposition, - then so much less of the guilt of the 
wrong-doing has been theirs. No nation, at any rate, that has taken 
part in such wars can fairly take credit for having been governed by 
such a motive. It has been either a passive instrument in the hands 
of its rulers, or has been animated by less worthy motives, very 
mixed, but of which perhaps a diffused desire for excitement has 
been the most innocent. On what reasonable ground can English¬ 
men or Germans or Russians claim that their several nations took 
part in the wars by which India was pacified, Germany unified, 
Bulgaria liberated, under the dominant influence of a desire for 
human good? Rather, if the action of a national conscience in such 
matters is possible at all, they should take shame for their share in 
that general human selfishness which rendered certain conditions of 
human development only attainable by such means. 

166. (2) Reverting then to the questions which arose b out of the 
assertion of a right to free life on the part of the individual man as 
such, it appears that the first must be answered in the negative. No 
state'of war can make the destruction of man’s life by man other 
than a wrong, though the wrong is not always chargeable upon all 
the parties to 1 war. The second question is virtually answered by 
what has been said about the first. In regard to the state according 
to its idea the question could not arise, for according to its idea the 
state is an institution in which all rights are harmoniously main¬ 
tained, in which all the capacities that give rise to rights have free- 
plav given to them. No action in its own interest of a state that 
fulfilled this idea could conflict with any true interest or right of 
general society, of the men not subject to its law taken as a whole. 
There is no such thing as an inevitable conflict between states. 
There is nothing in the nature of the state that, given a multiplicity 
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of states, should make the sain of the one the loss of the other. The 
more perfectly each otic of them attains its proper object of giving 
free scope to rhe capacities of all persons living on a certain range 
of territory, the easier it is for others to do so, and in proportion as 
they all do so the danger of conflict disappears. 

167. On the other hand, the imperfect realisation of civil equality 
in the full sense of the term in certain states, is in greater or less 
degree a source of danger to all. The presence in states either of a 
prerngatived class or of a body of people who, whether by open 
denial of civil rights or by restrictive laws, are thwarted in the free 
development of their capacities, or of an ecclesiastical organisation 
which disputes the authority of the state on matters of right and 
thus prevents the perfect civil fusion of its members with other 
citizens, always breeds an imagination of there being some compe¬ 
tition of interests between states. The privileged class involuntarily 
believes and spreads the belief that the interest of the state lies in 
some extension without, not in an improvement of organisation 
within. A suffering class attracts sympathy from without and invites 
interference with the state which contains it; and that state 
responds, not by healing the sore, but by defending against 
aggression what it conceives to be its special interests, but which 
are only special on account of its bad organisation. Or perhaps the 
suffering population overflows into another state, as the Irish into 
America, and there becomes a source not only of internal difficulty 
but of hostile feeling between it and the state where the suffering 
population still survives. People, again, who in matters which the 
state treats as belonging to itself, take their direction from an 
ecclesiastical power external to the state under which they live, are 
necessarily in certain relations alien to that state, and may at any 
time prove a source of apparently conflicting interests between it 
and some other state, which under the influence of the hostile 
ecclesiastical power espouses their cause. Remove from European 
states, as they are and have been during the last hundred years, the 
occasions of conflict, the sources of apparently competing interests, 
which arise in one or other of the ways mentioned, - either from 
the mistaken view of state-interests which a privileged class inevi¬ 
tably takes, or from the presence in them of oppressed populations, 
or from what we improperly call the antagonism of religious con¬ 
fessions, - and there would not be or have been anything to disturb 
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the peace between them. And this is to say that the source of war 
between states lies m their incomplete fulfilment of their function; 
in the fact that there is some defect in the maintenance or reconcili¬ 
ation of rights among their subjects, 

168. This is equally true in regard to those causes of conflict 
which are loosely called ‘religious’. These do not arise out of any 
differences between the convictions of different people in regard to 
the nature of God or their relations to Him, or the right way of 
worshipping Him. They arise either out of some aggression upon 
the religious freedom of certain people, made or allowed by the 
powers of the state, which thus puts these people in the position of 
an alien or unenfranchised class, or else out of an aggression on the 
rights of the state by some corporation calling itself spiritual but 
really claiming sovereignty over men’s actions in the same relations 
in which the state claims to determine them. There would be 
nothing tending to international disturbance in the fact that bodies 
of people who worship God in the Catholic manner live in a state 
where the majority worship in the Greek or Protestant manner, and 
alongside of another state where the majority is Catholic, but for 
one or other or both of these circumstances, viz. that the Catholic 
worship and teaching is interfered with by the Protestant or Greek 
state, and that Catholics are liable to a direction by a power which 
claims to regulate men’s transactions with each other by a law of its 
own, and which may see fit le.g.) to prohibit the Catholic subjects 
in the Greek or Protestant state from being married, or having their 
parents buried, or their children taught the necessary arts, in the 
manner which the state directs. This reciprocal invasion of right, 
the invasion of the rights of the state by the church on the one side, 
and on the other the restriction placed by the sovereign upon the 
subject’s freedom, not of conscience, (for that is impossible), but of 
expressing his conscience in word and act, has sometimes caused a 
state of things in which certain of the subjects of a state have been 
better affected to another state than to their own, and in such a case 
there is an element of natural hostility between the states. An obvi¬ 
ous instance to give of this relation between states would have been 
that between Russia and Tutkey, if Turkey could be considered to 
have been constituted as a state at all. Perhaps a better instance 
would be the position of Ireland in the past; its disaffection to Eng¬ 
land and gravitation, first to France, then to the United States, 
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caused chiefly by Protestant penal laws which in turn were at least 
provoked by the aggressive attitude of the church towards the 
English state. Whenever a like invasion of rights still takes place, 
e.g. in the treatment of the Catholic subjects of Russia in Poland, 
in the ultramontane movement of resistance to certain requirements 
of the state among the Catholic subjects of Germany, it tends to 
international conflict. And what is now a somew hat remote tendency 
has in the past been a formidable stimulant to war. 

169. It is nothing then in the necessary organisation of the state, 
but rather some defect of that organisation in relation to its proper 


function of maintaining and reconciling rights, of giving scope to 
capacities, that leads to a conflict of apparent interests between one 
state and another. The wrong, therefore, which results to human 
society from conflicts between states cannot be condoned on the 
ground that it is a necessary incident of the existence of states. The 
wrong cannot be held to be lost in a higher right, which attaches to 
the maintenance of the state as the institution through which atone 
the freedom of man is realised. It is not the state, as such, but this 
or that particular state, which by no means fulfils its purpose, and 
might perhaps be swept away and superseded by another with 
advantage to the ends for which the true state exists, that needs to 
defend its interests bv action injurious to those outside it. Hence 
there is no ground for holding that a state is justified in doing 
whatever its interests seem to require, irrespectively of effects on 
other men. If those effects are bad, as involving either a direct viol- 
ation of personal rights or obstruction to the moral development of 
society anywhere in the world, then there is no ultimate justification 
for the political action that gives rise to them. The question can 
only be {as we have seen generally in regard to the wrong-doing 
of war), where in particular the blame lies. Whether there is any 
justification for a particular state, which in defence of its interests 
inflicts an injury on some portion of mankind; whether, e.g., the 
Germans are justified in holding Metz, on the supposition that their 
tenure of such a thoroughly French town necessarily thwarts in 
many ways the healthy activity of the inhabitants, or the English in 
carrying fire and sword into Afghanistan for the sake of acquiring a 
scientific frontier; this must depend (1) on the nature of the interests 
thus defended, (2) on the impossibility of otherwise pending 
them, (3) on the question how they came to be endangered. If they 
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are interests of which the maintenance is essential to those ends as 
a means to which the state has its value, if the state which defends 
them has not itself been a joint cause of their being endangered, 
and if they cannot be defended except at the cost of injury to some 
portion of mankind, then the state which defends them is clear of 
the guilt of that injury. But the guilt is removed from it only to be 
somewhere else, however wide its distribution may be. It may 
be doubted, however, whether the second question could ever be 
answered altogether in favour of a state which finds it necessary to 
protect its interests at the cost of inflicting an injury on mankind. 

170. It will be said, perhaps, that these formal arguments in proof 
of the wrong-doing involved in war, and of the un justifiability of the 
policy which nations constantly adopt in defence of their apparent 
interests, carrv very little conviction; that a state is not an abstract 
complex of institutions for the maintenance of rights, but a nation, 
a people, possessing such institutions; that the nation has its pas¬ 
sions which inevitably lead it to judge all questions of international 
right from its own point of view, and to consider its apparent 
national interests as justifying anything; that if it were otherwise, if 
the cosmopolitan point of view could be adopted by nations, patriot¬ 
ism would be at an end; that whether this be desirable or no, such 
an extinction of national passions is impossible; that while they con¬ 
tinue, wars are as inevitable between nations as they would be 
between individuals, if individuals were living in what philosophers 
have imagined to be the state of nature, without recognition of a 
common superior; that nations in short are in the position of men 
judging their own causes, which it is admitted that no one can do 
impartially; and that this state of things cannot be altered without 
the establishment of a common constraining power, which would 
mean the extinction of the life of independent states, - a result as 
undesirable as it is unattainable. Projects of perpetual peace, to be 

logical, must be projects of all-embracing empire. 

171. There is some cogency in language of this kind. It is true 
that when we speak of a state as a living agency, we mean, not an 
institution or complex of institutions, but a nation organised in a 
certain way; and that members of the nation in their corporate or 
associated action are animated by certain passions, arising; out ot 
their association, which, though not egoistic relatively to the indi¬ 
vidual subjects of them (for they are motives to self-sacrifice), may, 
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in their influence on the dealings of one nation with another, have 
an effect analogous to that which egoistic passions, proper!} so 
called, have upon the dealings of individuals with each other. On 
the other hand, it must be remembered that the national passion, 
which in any good sense is simply the public spirit of the good 
citizen, may take, and every day is taking, directions which lead to 
no collision between one nation and another; (or, to say the same 
thing negatively, that it is utterly false to speak as if the desire for 
one's own nation to show' more military strength than others were 
the only or the right form of patriotism); and that though a nation, 
with national feeling of its own, must everywhere underlie a state, 
properly so called, yet still, just so far as the perfect organisation of 
rights within each nation, which entitles it to be called a state, is 
attained, the occasions of conflict between nations disappear; and 
again, that by the same process, just so far as it is satisfactorily 
carried out, an organ of expression and action is established for each 
nation in dealing with other nations, which is not really liable to be 
influenced by the same egoistic passions in dealing with the govern¬ 
ment of another nation as embroil individuals with each other. The 
love of mankind, no doubt, needs to be particularised in order to 
have am power over life and action. Just as there can be no true 
friendship except towards this or that individual, so there can be 
no true public spirit which is not localised in some way. The man 
whose desire to serve his kind is not centred primarily in some 
home, radiating from it to a commune, a municipality, and a nation, 
presumably has no effectual desire to serve his kind at all. But there 
is no reason why this localised or nationalised philanthropy should 
take the form of a jealousy of other nations or a desire to fight them, 
personally or by proxy. Those in whom it is strongest are every day- 
expressing it in good works which benefit their fellow-citizens with¬ 
out interfering with the men of other nations. Those who from time 
to time talk of the need of a great war to bring unselfish impulses 
into play, give us reason to suspect that they are too selfish them¬ 
selves to recognise the unselfish activity that is going on all round 
them. Till all the methods have been exhausted by which nature 
can be brought into the service of man, till society is so organised 
that everyone’s capacities have free scope for their development, 
there is no need to resort to war for a field in which patriotism may 
display itself. 
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172. In fact, just so far as states are thoroughly formed, the diver¬ 
sion of patriotism into the military channel tends to come to an end. 
It is a survival from a condition of things in which, as yet, the state, 
in the full sense, was not; in the sense, namely, that in each territory 
controlled bv a single independent government, the rights of all 
persons, as founded on their capacities for contributing to a 
common good, are equally established by one system of law. If each 
separately governed territory were inhabited by a people so organ¬ 
ised within itself, there would be nothing to lead to the association 
of the public spirit of the good citizen with military aggressive¬ 
ness, - an association which belongs properly not to the itoUteta 
[a constitutional state], bur to the SltvacFTEia [an Oligarchy J. 4 The 
Greek states, however complete might be the equality of their citi¬ 
zens among themselves, were all Swaamat in relation to some 
subject populations, and, as such, jealous of each other. The Pelo¬ 
ponnesian war was eminently a war of rival SuVCictTEtttl. And those 
habits and institutions and modes of feeling in Europe of the pre¬ 
sent day, which tend to international conflict, are either survivals 
from the Snvaoxeun of the past, or arise out of the very incom¬ 
plete manner in which, as yet, over most of Europe the JiOAlTEfot 
has superseded the SuvaOXfta, Patriotism, in that special military 
sense in which it is distinguished from public spirit, is not the 
temper of the citizen dealing with fellow-citizens, or with men who 
are themselves citizens of their several states, but that of the fol¬ 
lower of the feudal chief, or of the member of a privileged class 
conscious of a power, resting ultimately on force, over an inferior 
population, or of a nation holding empire over other nations. 

173. Standing armies, again, though existing on a larger scale 
now than ever before, are not products of the civilisation of Europe, 
but of the predominance over that civilisation of the old 
SwfxcrtEim. The influences which have given rise to and keep up 
those armies essentially belong to a state of things in which man¬ 
kind - even European" mankind - is not yet thoroughly organised 
into political life. Roughly summarised, they are these: (1). The 
temporary confiscation by Napoleon to his own account of the 


The distinction comes from Anstotle’s Pditics, edired by Stephen tverson 
(Cambridge, Cambridge L'mvenvv Press, tt>S8), i^Mmes ’ Tlui ^ 

that the Cretan Government, although possessing some of the characteristics <>! a 
cunstitional state, is really a dynasty. 
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products of the French Revolution, which thus, though founded on 
a true idea of a citizenship in which not the few only, but all men, 
should partake, for the time issued in a Suvctotefct over the count¬ 
ries which most directly felt the effects of the revolution. (2). The 


consequent revival in dynastic forms, under the influence of antag¬ 
onism to France, of national life in Germany. (3), The aspiration 
after national unity elsewhere in Europe, - a movement which must 
precede the organisation of states on a sound basis, and for the time 
readily yields itself to direction by a frovaOTEta. (4), 'Fhe existence, 
over all the Slavonic side of Europe, of populations which are only 
just beginning to make any approach to political life - the life of 
the JtoX.lT8ta, or ‘civitas’ - and still offer a tempting field to the 
ambition of rival SuvaaiEtai, Austrian, Russian, and Turkish 
(which, indeed, are by no means to be put on a level, but are alike 
as not resting on a basis of citizenship). (5). The tenure of a great 
Indian empire by England, which not only gives it a military charac¬ 
ter which would not belong to it simply as a state, but brings it into 
outward relations with the Suvoroieiai just spoken of. This is no 
doubt a very incomplete account of the influences which have com¬ 
bined to ‘turn Europe into a great camp’ (a very exaggerated 
expression); hut it may serve to show what a fuller account would 
show more dearly, that the military system of Europe is no neces¬ 
sary incident of the relations between independent states, but arises 
from the fact that the organisation of state-life, even with those 
peoples that have been brought under its influence at all, is still so 


incomplete. 

174. The more complete that organisation becomes, the more the 
motives and occasions of international conflict tend to disappear, 
while the bonds of unity become stronger. The latter is the case, if 
for no other reason, yet for this; that the better organisation of the 
state means freer scope to the individual (not necessarily to do as 
he likes, e.g. in the buying and selling of alcohol, but in such devel¬ 
opment of activity as is good on the whole). This again means inter¬ 
course between members of one state and those of another, and in 
particular more freedom of trade. All restrictions on freedom of 
wholesome trade are really based on special class-interests and must 
disappear with the realisation of that idea of individual right 
founded on the capacity of every man for free contribution to social 
good, which is the true idea of the state. And as trade between 
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members of different states becomes freer and more full, the sense 
of common interests between them, which war would infringe, 
becomes stronger. The bond of peace thus established is sometimes 
depreciated as a selfish one, but it need be no more selfish than that 
which keeps the peace between members of the same state, who 
have no acquaintance with each other. In one case as in the other it 
may be said that the individual tries to prevent a breach of the peace 
because he knows that he has more to gain than to lose by it. In the 
latter case, however, this account of the matter would be, to say the 
least, insufficient. The good citizen observes the law in letter and 
in spirit, not from any fear of consequences to himself if he did not, 
but from an idea of the mutual respect by men for each other’s 
rights as that which should be an idea which has become habitual 
with him, and regulates his conduct without his asking any ques¬ 
tions about it. There was a time, however, when this idea only thus 
acted spontaneously in regulating a man’s action towards his family 
or immediate neighbours or friends. Considerations of interest were 
the medium through which a wider range of persons came to be 
brought within its range. And thus, although considerations of an 
identity of interests, arising out of trade, may be the occasion of 
men’s recognising in men of other nations those rights which war 
violates, there is no reason why, upon that occasion and through 
the familiarity which trade brings about, an idea ot justice, as a 
relation which should subsist between all mankind as well as 
between members of the same state, may not come to act on men’s 
minds as independently of all calculation of their several interests 
as does the idea which regulates the conduct of the good citizen. 

175. If the necessary or impelling power of the idea of what is 
due from members of different nations to each other is weak, it 
must be observed on the other hand that the individual members 
of a nation have no such apparent interest in their government’s 
dealing unfairly with another nation as one individual may have in 
getting the advantage of another. Thus, so far as this idea comes to 
form part of the habit of men’s minds, there ceases to be anything 
in the passions of the people which a government represents to 
stimulate the government to that unfairness in dealing with another 
government, to which an individual might be moved by self-seeking 
passions in dealing with another individual, in the absence of an 
impartial authority having power over both. If at the same time the 
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several governments are purely representative of the several peoples, 
as they should become with the due organisation of the state, and 
thus have no dynastic interests of their own in embroiling one 
nation with another, there seems to be no reason why they should 
not arrive at a passionless impartiality in dealing with each other, 
which would be beyond the reach of the individual in defending his 
own cause against another. At any rate, if no government can ever 
get rid of some bias in its ow n favour, there remains the possibility 
of mediation in cases of dispute bv disinterested governments. With 
the abatement of national jealousies and the removal of those 
deeply-seated causes of war which, as we have seen, are connected 
with the deficient organisation of states, the dream of an inter¬ 
national court with authority resting on the consent of independent 
states may come to be realised. Such a result may be very remote, 
but it is important to bear in mind that there is nothing in the 
intrinsic nature of a system of independent states incompatible with 
it, but that on the contrary every advance in the organisation of 
man kind into states in the sense explained is a step towards it. 
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What Imperialism Means 

J. H. MUIRHEAD 

More than any event in the memory of the present generation - 
more than the American War of the sixties, more even than the 
Home Rule proposals of the eighties — the present war has come 
with a sword into our midst. 1 It has searched the hearts and tried 
the reins not only of the great political parties of the State, but of 
more homogeneous groups of politicians, which we have hitherto 
been accustomed to think of as bound together in ‘solid simplicity’. 
At first the controversy was chiefly confined to the circumstances 
out of which the war arose, but as it has gone on it has come more 
and more to turn upon the meaning and justification of the whole 
policy that goes by the name of Imperialism. This is as it should 
be. No question can be conceived which more vitally concerns the 
future well-being of the nation, and we might say of the world. The 
sooner, therefore, we can get away from the heated atmosphere of 
current controversy, and turn to the wider issues that have been 
brought to the front by it w : ith the sincere desire to understand 
them, the better for us as a nation. The present article is an attempt 
to consider, without reference to South African politics, or party 
politics of any kind, two questions which everyone will admit are 
fundamental. First, what is the meaning of the thing we call 
Imperialism? and second, what ought to be our attitude towards it? 

In trying to find an answer to the former of these questions, the 
first thing that strikes us is, that Imperialism is not new, but may 


Vtuirhcad is here referring to the second Boer Aar of 1899-1902 which caused a 
considerable split in the Liberal Parly. For a contemporary opposition account of 
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be said to have come into existence with our Empire itself. Sir John 
Seeley has shown that if we would understand the meaning of 
English History in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, we 
must see it in the light of the great struggle that was going on 
between the nations of Europe, and especially of the great duel 
between England and France for the possession of the New "World, 
and with it for a place among the great Powers of the future. The 
world-wide character of the wars of the period is seen in the places 
of their battles - Arcot, the Heights of Abraham, the Nile, the Ohio. 
Even the Continental war that goes by the name was not really for 
the ‘Spanish Succession’, but for succession to the new Empire 
across the seas. Seeley adds, indeed, that during that period we 
conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind. 
But this is only partly true. The leading men of the time were well 
aware of what they had done, and of its importance for the English 
nation. 5 Tory politicians had their own ideas as to the way the new 
acquisitions should be governed, but they had no doubt at all as to 
their value. Even Radicals like Dr. Priestley assumed the retention 
of the Colonies as an axiom of their political creed. 4 But in order to 
understand how the wider outlook had taken possession of the 
higher mind of the nation in the third quarter of the eighteenth 
century, we must go to the speeches of the great Whig politician, 
Edmund Burke. It has never, I think, been sufficiently recognised 
{partly, perhaps, because Burke’s most popular biographer is also 
the biographer of Richard Cobden) 5 that all the greatest of these 
speeches, that on Present Discontents, on Conciliation with America, 


the war see J- A. Hobson, The War in Southern Africa: Its Causes am Effects 

(London, Nisbet, 1900). v 

2 Sir John Seeley, The Expansion of England (London, Macmillan, 8. for 

Seelev on the Spanish Succession, see 32-j 
1 For i detailed study of the different meanings of the term imperialism m the 
nineteenth canny see Richard Koebner and Helmut Dan Schmidt, Dipenahm: 
The Story of a Political Word, iSpj-iqbo (Cambridge, Cambridge University 

< See^fbr example, Joseph Priestley, The Present State of Liberty in Great Britain and 
Her Colonies £769) in Political Writings, ed. Peter Miller (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Prels1993}. Priestley argues that: ‘The most equitable maxims, as 
well as the best policy, in our conduct to the Americans, is to lay aside al ^«d°usy 
of them, not to indulge the idea of superiority, and to consult the good of the 

whole, as one united empire . . . , ‘ 44 - . „ , . r u 

5 John Mohey, Burke (London, Macmillan, 1879); The Life of Richard UMm 

(London, Chapman and Hall, 18R1). 
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and the whole series upon our conduct in India, were inspired by 
this larger outlook. Through all, Burke has his eye on the new 
position we occupied among the nations and the new duties it 
imposed. To him, at least, if to nn one else, our dependencies 
appeared as ‘the first, the dearest, the most delicate objects of the 
internal policy of this Empire’." 

While the Imperial sentiment is thus a creation of the eighteenth 
century, the form it has assumed to-day can only be understood in 
the light of the phases through which it has passed in the interval - 
the remarkable eclipse which it underwent m the early part of the 
present century, and the equally remarkable development that has 
taken place in our own time. How are we to explain these changes — 
enthusiasm passing into indifference, and finally into hostility, to 
the very idea of an Empire, and then again developing into a con¬ 
suming passion? 

The first is comparatively easy to understand. Though the lead¬ 
ing political authors and writers were perfectly conscious of the new 
destiny of England as a nation, the people at large remained absent 
minded, and still thought of England as an island power, ‘in a great 
pond, a sivan’s nest’.' This view was further confirmed both by 
the actual distance that divided her from her colonists, and by the 
prevailing sentiment with which they were regarded. To Burke, as 
we have seen, they were the ‘dearest, the most delicate objects of 
our policy’; but to the great mass of the people of England they 
were dissenters and refugees who had forsaken home and country 
in quest of a liberty it had denied to them. In final confirmation of 
this view there came the logic of fact, ‘the only kind of reasoning’, 
as Jowett used to say, ‘that points to the true tendencies of things’; 
and the separation of the American Colonies seemed to set its seal 


<■ I have been unable to identify ihe source of this qnotation. 

7 Shakespeare, 

Our Britain seems as of it, but not in’t; 

In a great pool a swan’s nest prithee, think 
There’s livers out of Britain. 


Cymtetine, Act Three, Scene Four. Seeley says in this respect: ‘Nor have we even 
now ceased to think of ourselves as simply a race inhabiting an island off tbe 
northern coast of the Continent of Europe.' Expansion of England, 8 Seeley cites 
the quotation from Shakespeare on p i6>. 

Muirhead was a student at lialhol College, Oxford, when jowett was Master 
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to the well-known epigram of Turgot, that ‘colonies are like fruits 
that drop off when they are ripe’. 9 

But the significance of the change in the succeeding generation 
can only be fully understood when taken in connection with the 
utilitarianism, practical and philosophical, that was its leading 
characteristic. To the utilitarian in every period colonies have 
appeared in the light of ‘commercial assets’, whose value to the 
mother country has consisted in the command they give her of their 
markets. When, therefore, it was proved by Adam Smith that the 
monopolv our colonies promised us was no real advantage, there 
seemed no longer any valid reason why we should trouble ourselves 
further on their behalf, and Bentham could bring the whole force 
of powerful rhetoric to prove that a nation had no interest as it had 
no right, and indeed no power, to retain them. Let people cease to 
regard them with ‘the greedy eye of fiscally’, 10 and they would soon 
cease to regret the loss of them; a view which received a sort of 
sacramental authority for succeeding Radicals by being embalmed 
in James Mill’s celebrated article upon Colonies, in the Encyclopedia 
Brilannica of the time." It is true that John Stuart Mill took a wider 
view in the next generation, advocating the retention of our colonial 


Seelev cites this epigram ‘It is an old saying, to which Turgot gave utterance a 
quarter of a centurv before the Declaration (if Independents, “Colonies are like 
fruits which cling to the tree only till they ripen ” I le added, “As soon as America 
can take cate of herself, she will do what Carthage did.' Expansion of England, 15. 

Smith is particularly concerned with colonial measures that restricted tree trade. 
He savs, for example: ‘The exclusive trade of the mother con nines tends to dimin¬ 
ish of at least to keep down below what they would otherwise rise to, both the 
enjoyments and industry of all those nation, m general, and of the American 
colonies in particular . . By rendering the colony produce dearer in all other 
countries, it lessens its consumption, and thereby cramps the industry of the 
colonies and both the enjoyments and the industry of all other countries, which 
both enjov less when thev pay mote for what they enjoy, and produce less when 
they get less for what they produce.' Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the * «*«;««* 
Cams of the Widish of Nations, ed. R. H. Campbell, A. S Skinner and Vk. B. 
Todd (Indianapolis, Liberty, 1076). IV, vii, c. 9. Bentham frequently voiced h s 
concerns about the European and colonial wars. He was not always consistent 
but in manv instances he argues that the loss from such ventures was &t f«B 
than the gain. He argued, for instance, that the acquisition ofcolon.es led not to 
Increased trade, but to the cvpans.on of the executive power » 
form of the military and civil service. The Worh offenmy Bon,ham, ed. John 
Bow-ring (Edinburgh, William Tan, 184.1), vfll. n, 558 - 0 °. 

1 ‘Colon C, Supplement to the third edition at Encyckf*** S "^^, a ' Edmbu f ’ 
Thomas Bonar, 1803)- It pruned separately by J Innes in I-ondon (n.d., etc. 

1820), 33. 
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empire is a guarantee of peace and free trade, and as likely to 
strengthen the moral influence in the counsels of Europe of ‘the 
power which, of all in existence, best understands liberty; and what¬ 
ever may have been its errors in the past, has attained to more of 
conscience and moral principle in its dealings with foreigners than 
any other great nation seems either to conceive as possible or recog¬ 
nise as desirable’. 12 But this ‘imperialist’ view was powerless against 
the rising tide of Manchesterism, which took up and carried to its 
logical issue the earlier form of the utilitarian doctrine. According 
to the view that had come to be prevalent in the middle classes in 
these years, the destiny of England was to become the workshop of 
the world, its dense city populations compensated for the loss of 
the beauties of nature and freer forms of life by the cheapness of 
coal and calico. In such a ‘calico millennium’ there was dearly no 
place for the luxury of colonies, much less of an Indian Empire. 
And though the opinions of John Bright, the greatest of this school, 
have been much misrepresented there can be no doubt that on the 
whole he exercised in this respect a narrowing influence on the 
national imagination, and carried on into our own time, with a 
growing weight of authority, the ideas accepted as axiomatic by the 
early radicals. 1 ' 1 It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that this 
indifference was confined to any one school or party. There is a 
story told of Lord Palmerston, the least provincial of Ministers, that 
having on one occasion at a Cabinet meeting a difficulty in finding 
anyone who would take the post of Colonial Secretary", he finally 
remarked that he supposed he must take it himself, and, turning to 
Sir Arthur Helps, 14 who was present, asked him to come upstairs 
after the meeting was over and ‘show him where these places were . 
The contrast between this and the present day is sufficiently obvi¬ 
ous, and brings us to the question of the causes of so remarkable a 
change. 


Mill was of the view that chiliad nations owed each other sacred duties which 
were not owed to the lower races This was. m his view, the position ot England 
ir relation to India. ‘The sacred duties which civilized nations owe to the indepen¬ 
dence and nationality of cadi other, are not binding towards those to whom 
nationality anti independence are a certain cvd. or at best a questionable good. 
J. S. Mill, 'A Few Words on Non-Intervention', in Dtssertaltom and Discussions 

(London J. W. Parker, 1875}, ml. :n, , ,. „ . 

See George Macauley Trevelyan, The UJt «/ M» Bnghi (London, Constable, 
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Sli Aurthur Helps (1 St 3-1875) ^ clerk of the Privy Council. 
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Many explanations have Seen offered by speakers and writers in 
the last few months. A common opinion is, that it was the work of 
Disraeli; Lord Salisbury attributes it to the Primrose League; Mr. 
Bernard Shaw to the Fabian Society. But influences such as these, 
so far as they are connected with it at all, are only flies upon the 
wheel. Thev have not made the dust, far less the wheel itself. They 
are all part of a wider movement which, when we closely regard it, 
we shall find, I think, to be nothing less than the Spirit of the 
Century itself now taking bodily shape and meeting us in a new 
form of national consciousness at the end of it. And if we ask what 
the burden of this spirit is, and where we are to look for its growing 
expression, we can best reply by pointing to the great writers who, 
as the ‘soul of their age’, ' have best understood it. I ean only here 
indicate one or two great names and passages. 

For the first clear note of its meaning we must go, I believe (as 
for so much that is needful for the true understanding of ourselves), 
to Goethe. In two well-known passages he strikes it with startling 
clearness. The first is at the end of Faust, the second at the end of 
ml he hi Master. In both of these he indicates the spirit of industry, 
organisation, civilisation, as the hope of mankind. In both he sug¬ 
gests the mission of Europe to carry this beyond the seas and make 
the world into a home. ‘Let us hasten’, cries Lenardo in the latter, 
‘to the shore of the ocean and convince ourselves what boundless 
spaces arc still lying open to activity. It has been said, and over 
again said, where I am well is my country! But this consolatory saw 
were better worded, where I am useful is my country. 

But the Germany to which Goethe spoke was as yet unprepared 
for his message. It had a nation to create at home before looking for 
an empire abroad. England, however, was m a different position, 
and it was Carlyle’s merit to have first caught the note that Goethe 
had sounded and to have applied it to ourselves. If there is any 


15 Ben Jonson: 


Soul of the Age! , 

The Applause! delight! rhe wonder of our stage. 


... Tn the Memory of Vlv Beloved, the Author, Mr. William Shakespeare and 
WtoHe Hath Left EV m'f WW Poetry it printed ,n He Complete Art O' "/ 
Ben^n, ed. William B. Hunter (New York, v„t, 

' 1 W Goethe, Faust, ed. Cyrus Ham.lton, Ira ns Halter Arndt jr 
NTorton, ,076); and J. W. Goethe, I Vtlkeim Mmter, trans. Thomas Carlyle 

(London, Chapman, 1899), two vols. 
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single name more than another that represents the ideas for which 
our new imperialism stands, it is Carlyle’s. It was the great Empire 
builders of the past, the Cromwells and the Fredericks, that 
attracted his attention as an historian. It is the call of our own lands 
across the seas to which he gives voice in his political writings. 

This poor nation, painfully dark about said tasks and the way of 
doing them, means to keep its colonies, nevertheless, as things 
which somehow or other must have a value, were it better seen 
into. Thev are portions of the general earth where the children ol 
Britain now dwell; where the gods Have so far sanctioned our 
endeavour as to say that they have a right to dwell. England will 
not readily admit that her own children are worth nothing but to 
be flung out of doors' England, looking on her Colonies, can say, 

‘Here arc lands and seas, spice-lands, corn-lands, timber-lands, 
overarched by Zodiacs and stars, clasped by many sounding seas; 
wide spaces of the Maker’s building, fit for the cradle vet of mighty 
Nations and their Sciences and Heroisms. Unspeakable deliverance 
and new destiny of thousandfold expanded manfulncss for all men 
dawns out of the future here, to me has fallen the godlike task of 
initiative all that: of me and of my Colonies, the abstruse future 
asks: Are you wise enough for so sublime a destiny: Are you too 
foolish?’ 

But even Carlyle, in England, was as yet a voice crying in the 
wilderness. Two things were still wanting to give wings to his 
words - means of communication and a true political connection. 
But at the very time that Carlyle was writing, the first of these 
wants was on the point of being supplied; the ‘organic filaments’ of 
the dispersed English race were beginning to come together. New 
arteries and nerve systems w ere beginning to be formed. The first 
steamer to Australia ran in 1852, the first cable was opened in 1872, 
and bv 1879, the date of the cable to South Africa, connection had 
been established over the whole group. It is perhaps Kipling’s 
happiest stroke to have fitted on ‘Deep Sea Cables’ as the symbol 
of the unity of the English race. 1, 

- ‘The New Dmvmny Street'. >8;o. IThomas Carlyle, Law Day Pamphk^ 
(London, Chapman, 1858). 124-5? . 


Rudyard Kiphng, 

There is no sound, no echo of sound, -n the deserts of the deep 

Or the great grev level plains of 007 e where the Shell-burred cables creep 

Here in the womb of the world - here on the tie-ribs of the earth 
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Political connection has been of slower growth. But already in 
the thirties the foundation had been laid in Canada of a new form 
of Federal union, and when, by the British North American Act of 
1867, the Dominion of Canada was created on a plan that has since 
proved completely successful, the problem here also may he said, 
in principle at least, to have been solved. ,s 

It is difficult and, indeed, fallacious to attempt to fix a particular 
date for the birth of a movement such as that we are discussing, 
but it cannot be said to have attained any great depth or cohesion 
till the early eighties. This was the date of the great awakening that 
followed the death of Gordon. T his was also the date of the publi¬ 
cation of two books which, more than anything else, brought home 
to the reading public the new outlook of our country. Seeley s 
Expansion of England, was published in 1883, and FroudeN (Team 
in 1885T Two things are interesting to the reader of these books 
in connection with the present sketch. The Colonies are no longer 
fruits that drop off when they are ripe. Both writers consciously 
alter the metaphor, preferring that of leaves and branches that nour¬ 
ish while they spread the influence of the tree; or, better still, of 
the banana tree, whose branches root themselves in the ground and 
add support to the parent stem, In the second place the argument 
from America is turned. America is no longer an argument for sep¬ 
aration, but for retention. It has shown how political union may be 
maintained over an immense territory. It has proved, further, that 
it may be worth while going to war to maintain it. During the last 
decade the ideas of these historians have been carried far and wide 
by the foundation of Imperial Federation and kindred leagues, and 
by the spread of a new form of literature to which poets, journalists, 
novelists, civil servants, anthropologists, have contributed, making 
us more familiar with India, Kgypt, Africa, and Burmah than with 
the West of Ireland or the Highlands of Scotland. 


Words, and the words of men, flutter and ('.utter and heat 

Deep-Sea Cables’, Rudyurd Kiplmf s F fr Sf : Intlwtve Edition iR^-igiR.. ml 1 

(London, Hodder and Stoughton, tcug) ^ 

■ The Act addressed public concern about detente in the light of the .American 
Cull War Religious ard racial differences, as well as difficulties m integrating an 
inter-provincial'railway, led to the union of New Brunswick. Nova Scotia, Ontario 
md Oucbct in the Dominion of Canada 

1 James Anthony Froude, Occam, os Upland and her O,tomes (London, Longman, 
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I have connected the great movement in the midst of which we 
find ourselves with the spirit to which Goethe appeals when he 
summoned Europe to the work of peopling and organising the 
world and which Carlyle saw had its readiest instrument in the 
British nation. The question may still be raised, whether this is not 
a lying spirit, and whether we are wise in following its guidance. 
Wisdom is justified of its children. It is justified, too, of its parents. 
‘Our Imperialism’, it may be argued, ‘does not derive much justifi¬ 
cation from either. It has been begotten in greed and treachery, and 
in endless, unrecorded slaughter. It has produced, and is likely to 
produce, an endless progeny of similar horrors. Its opponents have 
included not only the supporters of a pinchbeck utilitarianism, but 
the greatest men of the century, those who have stood for peace 
and good-will among men, freedom and justice among peoples. AH 
that has been said makes Imperialism more comprehensible; it does 
not justify it. Granted that our material and political discoveries 
have proved to us how our colonies can be held together. They tell 
us nothing - are quite irrelevant to the problem - of the government 
of four hundred million human beings of every race by a handful 
of Europeans. We had no right to undertake this duty. We have no 
means of performing it. The attempt only plunges us deeper in the 
crimes of the past; distracts attention from needed home reforms, 
and presses on the masses of the people with an ever-growing 
burden of taxation,’ 

Although this view is probably not widely held at the present 
moment, it seems so reasonable in itself, and has the support of so 
great names, that it deserves every consideration. I shall state, as 
shortly as I can, wherein I think it is in error not only from a 
practical but from an ethical point of view. In the ethics of human 
affairs there are two questions that require always to be dearly dis¬ 
tinguished: How did the circumstances in which we find ourselves 
anse? What do these circumstances require of us? With regard to 
the former, it is irrelevant to ask what with our present knowledge 
and present standards we should have done, Only to a very limited 
extent, even in private life, have we chosen the responsibilities of 
out situation in the light of present standards. They have grown 
out of actions often thoughtlessly, perhaps imprudently or even 
wickedlv, undertaken. The good man does not think of repudiating 
them on that account. He is, on the contrary, the readier to accept 
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them in all their fullness, A fortiori is a nation tied to its past. To 
repudiate its responsibilities, to retire from tasks it has undertaken, 
however thoughtlessly at the time, is the poorest sort of corporate 
repentance. In the case of an empire like ours this would be a crime 
outweighing all wc have committed in creating it. The question is 
not whether we were right in undertaking all it involves, but how- 
best we shall perform it. 

In order to answer this question with any profit, the first thing 
is to have a clear understanding of what the task precisely is. Mis¬ 
take on this point will be fatal. Yet our ideas on the subject are 
commonly of the vaguest. We think, indeed, of our Empire as an 
amalgam of self-governing colonies and dependent or protected 
States, but we seldom realise the difference in the kind and extent 
of the responsibility emailed by these different elements. In respect 
to the first, the problem is mainly political, the discovery, namely, 
of a system of government which, w hile extending the Anglo-Saxon 
form of liberty, will keep the members of the Empire in organic 
connection with one another. In spite of our recent success in 
Canada and Australia, it would be rash to suggest that this problem 
has been finally solved. Ireland at home, and South Africa abroad, 
are sufficient evidence to the contrary. Yet it is a problem of com¬ 
paratively limited extent; it is one, moreover, of essentially the same 
nature as that to the successful solution of which England, from the 
days of the Heptarchy, 20 has been progressively approximating. The 
other task is of an entirely different kind and of immensely wider 
extent, It is not political, but mainly social and educational. It is 
concerned not with the government of a few million Europeans in 
accordance with European traditions, but the reconstruction of the 
moral, industrial, and political ideas of some four or five hundred 
millions of souls of every race and religion and at every stage of 
civilisation except our own. The thought of it might well stagger 
us, so unprecedented is it in size, so unprecedented in character, so 
unlike anv for which we have as yet shown any national aptitude. I 
lay stress on all this, not by way of discouragement from the attempt 
to grapple with it, but to indicate the necessity of bringing the best 
qualities of our race to bear upon the problem that is before us. 


™ The Heptarchv is the period from the sixth to the eighth ttotur; in fns'and 
when the Lingdoms of Kent. Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia. Mercia and 
Northumbria co-existed under the overlordship of Bretwalda. 
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The chief requisites are Courage to face and Wisdom to execute 
our self imposed task. The importance of realising what these sever¬ 
ally involve must be my excuse for dwelling upon them. 

i. Let us be quite clear, in the first place, as to what the courage 
is of which we are speaking. It is as different as may be from current 
jingoism. It differs from it not only in the motive that inspires it, 
but in the temper to which it is allied. Genuine courage, as Aristotle 
pointed out long ago, differs from counterfeit in the nobility of its 
object. The courage of which I am now speaking must draw its 
inspiration from no less an object than the development of human 
faculty in something like a quarter of the inhabitants of the globe, 
Rule of some kind, it may be admitted, is a condition of the attain¬ 
ment of this object, trade may be its effect, but neither can be the 
leading motive of the nation that is courageous in the sense 
described. It differs from jingoism, further, in its temper. It must 
be as remote from a rash expansionism as from a craven timidity. 
We can never too often remind ourselves that there is nothing 
inherently permanent about an Empire such as ours. Its very growth 
brings its own lesson with it, teaching us that the Empire we have 
gained Portugal, Holland, Spain, France, have lost; none of them, 
if we are to believe the historians, from any inherent lack of the 
spirit of enterprise, but the first two because their empires were 
founded on too narrow a basis - the last two (to quote Sir John 
Seeley) for no other reason than that ‘they had too many irons in 
the fire’. 21 The wealth of England is, of course, incomparably greater 
than any which these States had at command, but it is not 
inexhaustible. She also has a narrow basis. She also has many irons 
in the fire. Recent events have shown how 7 her resources in men, in 
administrative organisation, even in money, may be strained. One 
element in the Imperial caution which all this suggests, is the spirit 
of conciliation. The word has fallen into disrepute in these days by- 
reason of its special application, but the thing itself is as necessary 
as in the days of Burke’s great speech. The arguments in favour of 
it and the objections to the spirit of violence, which is its opposite, 
are the same as they were then, and can never be too often recalled. 
Force is a temporary expedient: ‘A nation is not governed which is 

« This is certainly the import of Setters argument, but I have been unable to find 
the exact words. 
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perpetually to be conquered.’ It is uncertain in its operation; ‘terror 
is not always the effect of force.’ It impairs the object it endeavours 
to preserve: ‘the thing you fought for is not the thing you recover, 
but depredated, sunk, wasted, consumed in the contest .' u And the 
spirit of conciliation that is necessary in dealing with dependent 
peoples is not less necessary in our relations with our neighbours in 
Europe. I do not admit that we hold our Empire by the indulgence 
of our neighbours, but I am perfectly sure we can never make it a 
success without their friendship. Here, too, we have much to learn; 
and there has been nothing more statesmanlike in the recent utter¬ 
ances of politicians than Lord Rosebery s emphasis or the necessity 
of securing the acquiescence, if not the co-operation, of other 
nations. 21 

2. The second of the two conditions I have mentioned is, that we 
should be prepared to bring our best intelligence to bear on the real 
problem as above defined, in order to arrive at some clear idea as 
to the principles on which we ought to proceed. In the history of 
our past dealings with subject races two phases of policy are dearly 
distinguishable. There was the long period during which we did 
nothing as a nation either for negro or Indian. Writing of India in 
1783, Burke could say, ‘England has erected no churches, no hospi¬ 
tals, no schools, has built no bridges, made no roads, cut no navi 
gations, dug out no reservoirs. Should we be driven out this day 
nothing would remain to tell that it had been possessed by anything 
better than the ourang-outang or the tiger.’ 24 But in the early part 
of this century all this was changed. We began to think of the negro 
as a fellow Christian; we deliberately adopted the policy of Euro¬ 
peanising India. Much, however, has happened since then, and 
grave doubts have begun to beset us, not only as to the adequacy 
(about this there can be no two opinions), but as to the principle of 
the means we have hitherto employed. As to one part of this mission 


kdmund Burke, ‘Speech on Moving the Resolutions for Conciliation with the 
Colonies, March m, i 7 7 S’> °* for(J University Press, 1915). 

See Cordon Martel, Impend Ehpkmay: Rosebery and the Failure of Forage Policy 

‘ Fox's La. India Bill, December ,783’, *** 

79. The sentence which precedes the one quoted reads: ‘Every 
of every other description has left some monument, either of state or beneficence, 

behind him.’ 
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of civilisation there need, of course, be no hesitation - viz., the 
spread of European ideas of truth and justice, and again of Euro¬ 
pean science. Justice is justice, and science is science, all the world 
over. The one is the basis of the moral, as the other of the material, 
well-being of any people. But to apply European ideas in these 
departments is one thing, to make European ideas the basis of all 
that is taught in schools and colleges is another, and it is here that 
the doubt arises. Are these nations fit for the education we are 
giving them? Have they capacity enough to make it worth our while 
to give it? Granting that they have the capacity, are we setting about 
the task of developing it in the right way? The results of recent 
study of native life go a long way in providing an answer to these 
two questions, as favourable to our hopes in the one case as it is 
unfavourable in the other. They go to show', on the one hand, the 
wealth of human capacity that underlies the most unpromising 
material, and on the other the almost complete failure of the efforts 
hitherto employed, whether by missions or Governments, to 
develop it To take only one passage in the former subject, from 
one who was a pioneer in scientific methods of study. Speaking of 
the Gold Coast negro, not (one would have thought) hopeful 
subject, Miss Kingsley wrote: - 

The true negro is, I believe, by far the better man than the Asiatic, 
he is physically superior, and he is more like an Lnglishman than 
the Asiatic; he is a logical, practical man, with feelings that are a 
credit to him and are particularly strong in the direction of prop¬ 
erty; he has a way of thinking he has rights, whether he likes to 
use them or no, and will fight for them when he is driven to tt. Hts 
make of mind is exceedingly like the make of mind of thousands of 
Englishmen of the stand-no-nonsense, Englishman Vhouse-is-his- 
castle tvpe. Yet withal a law-abiding man, loving a live lord, hold¬ 
ing loudlv that women should be kept in their place, yet often 
grievous!v henpecked by his vises and little better than a slave to 
his mother, whom he loves with a love he gives to none other. ’ 

But while the best evidence thus goes to show that the children 
of our Empire have all the necessary stuff, it also goes to prove that 


See Mary Kingslev, TraxL « West ifnea , C*W Ommom 

(London, Macmillan, .897). Also sec Mari K.ngsley, The 

Peak and Travels in Frtmh Q>w (Liverpool, Liverpool (jeographical iocirtv, 

1896), vol. isj, 491 - 
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we have hitherto failed to work it to much profit. Travellers like 
Mary Kingsley, journalists like G. W. Steevens, students like Sir 
Alfred Lyall, all give the same account. 26 The more intelligent of 
the natives divide themselves into two classes - those who are sul¬ 
lenly hostile to European ideas as portending dissolution to their 
cherished customs, and those who take to them with avidity as likely 
to pay. Education in the case of the latter class consists of a thin 
veneer of European ideas sufficient to destroy the beliefs and senti¬ 
ments that gave the mind a hold on the realities of life, but wholly 
insufficient to provide it with anything that can take their place. 
Like the young lady from the Cameroons b Miss Kingsley tells ol, 
they learn everything, but it amounts to nothing. Deep-rooted cus¬ 
toms and superstitions as in Africa, ancient philosophical faiths as 
in India, are being replaced by the cast-off clothing of orthodox 
European sects, or a superficial acquaintance with European science 
and its too frequent accompaniment, European materialism. 

The mistake, of course, is that in setting about the education of 
these people we have taken no trouble to understand the people we 
are educating. We have not yet taken to heart and applied abroad 
what we have known for the last half-century at home, that there 
can be no true education where the ideas we aim at imparting stand 
in no organic connection with the ideas already there. We have 
Child Study Associations, based upon this conception of education, 
and a whole literature of child psychology in England. What is 
wanted is a Child Study Association on a large scale, of which every 
civil servant and teacher in India and Africa shall be members, for 
the sympathetic study of the children of our Empire. For of all the 

h Asked what they had taught at the Mission School where she had been educated, 
she replied ‘Everything.’ Asked what she had learned, she gave the same answer 
‘Then of course, vou know the answer to a question that has long puzzled me, 
why you are black’, said Miss K. ‘Oh yrasl’ was the answer; At is because one of 
my pa's pas saw dem Patriarch Noah wivout his clothes.' 


- Mary Henrietta Kingsley (1*62-1400) was a writer and extensive mwUer- She 
was'in Cape Town during the Boer War and d,ed of enter,e fever. Sir Alfred 
Cotnyn I Hi (,(*-■¥"), sun of the philosopher Alfred Lyali (1795-1865). 
a writer, Indian Civil servant and later a distinguished lecturer on colonial ma ters. 
George Warrington Steevens (iShcrtqoo) was a Fellow of P^^^ ^olleg 
Oxford, and later an editor and journalist on various newspapers. He loined he 
staff of the Daily Mad in iSy6 and reported from many foreign places including 
Kgypt, Greece and South Africa* 
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prophecies to which we can commit ourselves this surely is the least 
uncertain, that we shall make no headway, nor accomplish anything 
of any value to our-subjects, to ourselves, or to the world, without 
it. 

It is here that our main problem lies, for it is just here, as already 
suggested, that the natural advantages we have hitherto possessed 
are likely to fail us. So long as it is a question of order, discipline, 
administration, the Anglo-Sason combination of patience and 
pluck, energy and adaptability to circumstances, give us probably 
an advantage over any other nation. It is when we come to more 
delicate tasks, such as education and social reconstruction, requiring 
higher refinements of insight, tact, and sympathy, that our national 
genius is apt to forsake us. This is, of course, no reason why we 
should despair of them. It is a reason, however, why we should 
bring all our intelligence to bear upon the problem of discovering 
the best that is known as to the right method of proceeding about 
them, and the most fitting instruments for their accomplishment. 

Is all this (end and means alike as so conceived) a wicked and 
vainglorious dream? Ten or twenty years ago it might well have 
seemed so. We had then no solid accomplishment to which to point. 
But this can no longer be said. There is one corner of the w r orld in 
which results have been achieved, the significance of which can 
hardly be over-estimated. The case ot Egypt has shown what British 
administration can achieve when it takes its stand on the principle 
that in foreign as in home policy the good of the subject is the first 
object of government, when it has the courage to grasp and under¬ 
take all that the situation requires for this object, when it is prepared 
to bring the best intelligence of the nation to bear on the task it 
has undertaken, and when, without flinching from the policy the 
circumstances dictate, it uses every opportunity to conciliate the 
better elements of European opinion. The details of this masterly 
piece of work are to be found, as everyone knows, in Sir Alfred 
Milner’s England in Egypt 27 a hook which illustrates from every 


London, Kdw.nl Arnold, 1892. Milner (1806-73) ™ a pro.mpcnal.st labor'd 
who became a Viscount in n>oa. He had been a loumahst and civil servant in 
Britain and Kgvpt, and in 1897 he became High Commissioner in South At net 
and Governor of Cape Colony. Before returning to Britain to take his place in 
The House of Lords hi was Governor of the T ransvaal and Orange River (.olonv 
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department of administration what Imperialism can be at its best, 
and what it must be if it would be anything at all. It has, perhaps, 
least to tell ns on what I have ventured to indicate as the central 
problem of the future, the reconciliation of Western science and 
culture with Eastern modes of thought. Yet here, also, there is much 
that is instructive and much that is hopeful in the methods adopted 
in Egypt. Even in respect to that most difficult of all problems, the 
reconciliation of science and religion, the narrative is not without a 
hint as to one, at least, of the directions in which a solution may be 
sought. A story is told of an English engineer who, in a particularly 
dry year, saved the crops of thousands of the people of Upper Egypt 
by his prompt energy and unremitting labour. Their joy was 
unbounded, and nothing would content them, at the great Thanks¬ 
giving that was held in consequence in the chief Mosque of the 
district, but that the Englishman should be present. This was an 
unheard-of thing, but such was the gratitude of the people that the 
most deep-rooted superstition was overcome, and the stranger not 
only was permitted, but compelled, to share in their worship. 
Religion and science were for once reconciled. And after all, one 
may ask, why not? For is not the essence both of science and 
religion,’whether in the East or West the same? The aim and 
essence of science, both moral anti material, is to secure that justice 
shall be done, and that the forces of nature from the enemy shall 
become the friend of man. What else than this is the essence also 
of religion? If we are to believe the Eastern prophet, this too is ‘to 
do justice and love mercy ,’ 28 


Prom one of the twelve minor prophetic boob of the Old Testament. It is utt 
bated to Micah of Mcrcsheth who was active in the fate e^ith 
champions the poor against social .justices. Micah says, ft tat the Lo i 
Require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humh.y with 

thv God.' 6 : 8 . 
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German Philosophy and the War 

JOHN WATSON 


I fear it will be very hard for me in a short paper to give more than 
a general idea of the relations of German philosophy and the dread¬ 
ful war into which her rulers, either purposely or by their wretched 
diplomacy, have plunged Europe and the overseas dominions of 
Great Britain, Philosophy, just because of its comprehensive charac¬ 
ter, and because by its nature it eschews prophecy when it is true 
to itself, never acts immediately and directly upon life; but while 
this is true, it w r ould be a great mistake to imagine that it has no 
influence whatever. The forces that in the long run are most power¬ 
ful are those which work quietly and unostentatiously; and of these 
not the least important are those speculative ideas that, since the 
time of Plato, philosophers have believed to exercise a profound 
influence on human character and human action. If this seems a 
hard saying, it will perhaps appear more intelligible if we remember 
that in our complex modem civilization such ideas are not confined 
to those whose special function it is to build up or to defend philo¬ 
sophical systems, but include all who reflect in a large and compre¬ 
hensive way upon the world in which we live, the foundations of 
human conduct, and the principles that lie at the basis of the uni¬ 
verse. It is, I am convinced, only apparently paradoxical to say, that 
the fierce conflict which even now convulses the world is at bottom 
the dash of opposing ideals of life rather than the shock of armed 
hosts. Ideas, as Luther said, are living things with hands and feet . 1 


1 Gird cites this expression in his introduction to Plato’s Cratylus in The Dialogues 
oj Platt,, vol. ill (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1871)- 
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It is therefore no mere curious enquiry, hut one that deserves and 
demands the most careful investigation, what is the responsibility 
for the present war of the speculative minds of Germany, whether 
their special walk in life has led them to devote attention mainly to 
politics, history, or philosophy proper. 

When in the year 1790 word was brought to Konigsberg that the 
French people had set up a Republic, Kant (born 1724: died 1804) 
turned to his friends, and with tears in his eyes exclaimed: ‘Now I 
can say with Simeon, “Lord let Thy servant depart in peace, for 
mine eves have seen Thy salvation”.’ 2 The venerable philosopher 
fondly believed that his dream of a perpetual peace on the basis of 
a republican constitution of humanity had begun to be realized in 
European countries as well as on the continent of the New World; 
and the fact seemed to him to be a good omen for its final realization 
in every state in the whole world. Whether, like Wordsworth, he 
might not later have been disillusioned, when he learned of the 
excesses and the intolerance of the French Republicans,’ one can 
only conjecture; but his enthusiasm of humanity in the presence of 
the declaration of freedom by the f rench is unmistakable, and 
indeed was shared in by his immediate followers, Schelling and 
Hegel, who in their undergraduate days, as we are told, went out 
one day with a number of their fellow-students and planted a Tree 
of Liberty in the market-place of Tubingen. 4 It is true that Hegel 
in his later days constructed a political philosophy which his 


- G p Gooch points out that this quotation was attributed to Kant in 1817 bv 
Stageman who knew Kant well. Gooch adds that its authenticity is not widely 
accepted. Germany and the French Rn eltmon (London, Longmans Green, 1920), 

5 There are three poems that bear testimony to this view. ‘vsvm. Hench Revolution 
as it Appeared to Enthusiasts At Its Commencement’, Wtrdmtth s Poetical Worku 
ed E De Selincourt, and edn (Oxford, Oarenden Press, iQ 54 )t To1 "'(“I S' 
‘Keelings Of A French Royalist, On The 1 )isinternment Of I He Remains Of The 
Duke D’Enghicu’, Prana! Haris 0 954 ), toI 3 . =491 ‘In Allusion to Various 
Recent Histones And Notices Of The French Revolut.on: Concluded , Poet, at 
HGrG (1947), vcl. in, 130. In the last he warns the English not to be blind to the 
bloodv consequences of the French Revolution. 

4 Laird” says of this alleged incident. ‘There was even a tradition - which has no 

spring morning .0 plan, a tree of Liberty it. the market-place ofTobrngen At 
anv rk it is certain that Hegel fully shared m the wonderful hopes; wh ch a(the 
time stirred all that was generous and imaginative in Europe. Edward Laird, 
Hegei (Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1893), ro—11 
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opponents claimed to have been modelled after the Prussian consti¬ 
tution; into that controversy I cannot at present enter, but it is at 
least certain that he not only did not endorse, but expressly 
attacked, the doctrine that the State rests upon force; 'its binding 
cord’, as he expressly says, being 'not force but the deep-seated 
feeling of order which is possessed by us all*. And in criticizing 
Haller, the von Treitschke of his day, he says: ‘It is not the power 
of the right that Haller means, but the power of the vulture which 
tears in pieces the innocent lamb* {Philosophy of Right , p. 245 n.). 
When we further remember that Fichte, in his noble and 
impassioned Addresses to the German People, b was seeking to lift his 
countrymen above their narrow and selfish point of view, and to 
unite them in the faith of a common patriotism, it will be evident 
that these philosophers of Germany’s heroic age, so far from being 
distinguished by the arrogance and boastfulness of some of their 
present successors, were rather in the position of men who were 
trying to persuade their countrymen that only by banding together 
and sacrificing their selfish and personal interests was it possible to 
have a country at all. But, when we pass from these philosophers 
of the early nineteenth century to our own day, we find an entire 
change in temper, and spirit and outlook, Here is the venerable 
Herr Doctor Adolf Lasson, one of the editors of Hegel’s works, and 
indeed a successor to his chair in Berlin, giving utterance to a boast¬ 
ful self-satisfaction that one could hardly excuse in a youth of eight¬ 
een, In Russia, he tells us, 'everything is dishonourable and 
depraved’. It is painful to a cultured German to think that the 
German army, ‘with qualities such as no other nation can produce , 
should be faced by 'raw barbarian hordes on the East, and in the 
West by the military bagmen who drag their bones to market at a 
salary and commission in the service of a nation of shopkeepers’. 


For Hegel the basis of the state ‘is the power of reason actualismg itself as will’ 
{Philosophy of Right, § 2S fw). In other words it is the power of Spmt whose 

essence is freedom with which Hegel wishes to associate the State and no w ah 
the physical force of Nature, 't his distinction is in fact the basis of his criticism 
of Carl Ludwig von Haller, who although Swiss by birth was very influential 
among the Prussian nobility. See Robert M. Berdahl TV Primes nffke Prvwm 
\'ohhty: The Development of a Conservative ideology (Princeton, Princeton Urn 

versity Press, 1988), 236. „ , te n Turnbull 

' Fichte, Addresses to the German People, trans. R. F. Jones and G. . 

(London, Open Court, 19H). The lectures were delivered in .808, 
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{Alas, poor England!) The French, he proceeds, unlike the Russians 
and the English, are an intelligent people, but they 'live on crazes 
and illusions and allow their imaginations to run away with them’. 
‘With such a rabble must our splendid men and dear lads draw 
swords.’ 'In truth’, he complacently adds, ‘we Germans are the fore¬ 
most people of the new age. The whole of European culture, which 
is in effect universal human culture, is focussed as by a lens on this 
German soil and in the heart of the German people . , .We Germans 
represent the latest and highest product of European culture in gen¬ 
eral, and European culture is universal culture’ (QED). 

Obviously something remarkable must have happened between 
the first decade of the nineteenth century and the first decade of 
the twentieth, to account for the conversion of a simple and, on the 
whole, a modest people into this portentous exhibition of national 
arrogance verging upon stupidity. What is that something? 

For one thing, as we all know, Prussia has got the upper hand, 
and Prussia, since the days of the great elector, has always been 
distinguished for its arrogance and its brutal disregard of the rights 
of other nationalities. There are differences in the temper and 
character and ability of the Great Elector, Frederick the Great, and 
William the Second; but in one thing they are agreed, namely, in 
their thorough conviction that the world has been made for the 
aggrandizement of the great German people. When armed with the 
highest products of modern science a man so ill-balanced and erratic 
as William the Second is necessarily a menace to all other nations. 
Having absolutely no capacity for self-criticism, and being filled 
with a colossal and superstitious self-admiration, it is little wonder 
that, urged on by a military entourage even blinder than himself, he 
has been led to "plunge the world into the horrors of the present 
war. The foolish old man, whose words I have already quoted, is 
unfortunately representative of much of the articulate voice of prof¬ 
essorial Germany; and what one is interested to learn is whether 
there is anything in the history of Germany and German philosophy 
to account for the phenomena that we are now witnessing, and, i 
so whether there is a reasonable hope that the German people, 
when they have recovered from their bad dream, may regain that 


1 Watson's reference is loose and misleading- The famous llegd editor is Georg 
Lisson (186a—iQ32). 


25f> 



German Philosophy in relation to the War 


large outlook on life and that sanity which are characteristic of an 
earlier period and of their great philosophers. To give some answer 
to these questions will he the main object of this paper. 

‘It is a melancholy thing’, says Hegel, ‘when a people has no 
longer a political philosophy, and not less melancholy when it has 
lost its metaphysic and no longer seeks to comprehend its own inner 
nature. ,s In view of the actual history of philosophy in Germany, 
these words sound like a solemn warning. That the countrymen of 
Hegel have put the world under obligation in many respects no 
unbiased person will deny, but in the construction of a philosophy, 
in the large sense of the word, the successors of Hegel, m spite of 
brilliant sallies by individual thinkers, have been singularly unsuc¬ 
cessful. Nor have they been any more successful in the construction 
of a Philosophy of' Religion, True, they have taken up the task 
begun by Spinoza, and carried forward so far by the English Deists, 
the task of subjecting the Scriptures to the cold and severe test of 
historical criticism; but their labours have only resulted in supplying 
materials for a revision of traditional theology, and cannot for a 
moment be taken as a substitute for a philosophy of religion. His¬ 
torical criticism, valuable as it is, is no more a philosophy of religion 
than researches in biology on the basis of the new ideas supplied by 
Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace are a metaphysic. A 
proof of the incapacity of the German philosopher to construct a 
philosophy of religion may be found in the vogue of Schopenhauer 
and Nietzsche. A theology without a God is impossible, and there 
is no God in the system of these thinkers. The Absolute of Schop¬ 
enhauer is an abstract Force, while the God of Nietzsche is his 
Superman. I do not deny the value of these thinkers as supplying 
incentives to others, but they have no philosophy of religion them¬ 
selves. In making these charges against the philosophers of Germ¬ 
any, I am not unmindful of the fact that there are German thinkers 
who have not bowed the knee to Baal. Lotze, Fechner, Pfleiderer 
and Paulsen must always command our respect; but none of these 


This tomes from the preface to the first edition of Hegel s Science of Logic. A. V. 
Millar translates the passage as follows 'If it is remarkable when a nation has 
become indifferent to its constitutional theory, to Us national sentiments, its ethi¬ 
cal customs and virtues, it is certainly no less remarkable when a nation loses it, 
metaphysics, when the spirit which contemplates its own pore essence is no longer 
a present reality in the life of the nation ' Hegel s Science oj Logic (I.omhin, Allen 
and Unwin, 1969), 25. 
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thinkers has really appealed to the minds of their blinded country¬ 
men. 9 While Lotze has been neglected, except by a few cultured 
students, the young men, yes, and the young women, of Germany 
have been intoxicated and bewildered by the dangerous half-truths 
of Nietzsche. Fechner no doubt has appealed on the one hand to 
minds of a mystical type, and on the other hand by his scientific 
psychology to the prevalent type of German scholar; Pfleiderer has 
had more influence in England than in his own country; but neither 
of them has had any permanent effect on the main current of 
German thought. Treitschke, again, was pouring forth his 
impassioned glorification of Germany and perverting the minds of 
his youthful hearers by a false reading of political history, punctu¬ 
ated by unmeasured scorn of other nations, especially of England, 
while the moderate and reasonable Paulsen was listened to respect¬ 
fully but without enthusiasm. These things require explanation; and 
the explanation lies to a large extent in the political and economic 
history of Germany. 

The history of Germany during the last one hundred and twenty 
vears may be divided into three great periods: from 1794 to 1870, 
from 1870 to 1888, and from 1888 to the present day; and it will 
be found that in a general way the movements in philosophy, in 
politics, and in political economy correspond. The political unity of 
Germany was secured comparatively late, partly because of the 
strong individuality, not to say the selfishness, of the two hundred 
states into which the Teutonic people were divided. At the begin¬ 
ning of our first period the economic condition of Germany was as 
poor as possible. Systems of common cultivation and of partial vil¬ 
leinage prevailed; and industrial development could hardly be 
expected from a people split up into separate states, and almost 
hermetically sealed against one another, not only by tariff barriers, 


Rudolph Herman Lotze (1817-81) was a German idealist who made 
concessions to empiricism for which he was taken to task by Henry Jones in his 
A CrHud Aaounlftke Pk&npky of Imm (Glasgow, MaclehosetS^Bernard 
Bosanuuct translated Lutzes principal works as Lotze s System of Ph,losoph} tn 
1884. Gustav Theodor Fechner (.801-87)1 was a German 

who wrote on a wide range of subjects, including ethics. PReidei-eri 18Jp- 4 ) 

delivered the Gifford Lectures at FJinburgh “ “ j^rfidsen 

the Development of Region (Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1894). 1 ‘ ned ^ h ' Pl “ 1 ^ 
(1846-1008) was i German philosopher and educational theorist who desmbed 
idealist monist He was part of the broader tmd-ntneteenth century 
trend to revive the philosophies of Aristotle and Kant 
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but by differences in measures and money, in customs and laws. 
From 1850 to i860, however, the foundations of Germany as an 
industrial state were laid, although its rate of progress was retarded 
by the rivalry of other countries, especially in iron and steel and 
other mineral industries. A new order of things was initiated by the 
reforms of Stein and Hardenherg and several others, and it is sig¬ 
nificant that these reformers were none of them Prussians. 10 Stein 
was aided in awakening Germany to self-consciousness by the 
addresses of Fichte already referred to; but the mass of the people 
were kept out of even moderate rights for many years by the ped¬ 
antic Frederick William the Third and his pedantic statesmen, so 
that in Germany, almost alone of the great European powers, the 
democratic and national movements towards unity and liberty were 
stifled in their birth. 

In the second period of her history Germany entered upon a new 
career under the guidance of Bismarck, the final result of which was 
the unification of Germany and the contemporary organization of 
the Prussian army by Roon, while the military strategy of Moltke 
resulted in the triumph of Prussia, first over Austria and later over 
France. The effect of the war on the German people was to stimu¬ 
late their consciousness of unity, and, under Bismarck s guidance, 
to develop the rich mineral resources of the country, thus emanci¬ 
pating Germany from its dependence on foreign countries, 

The third period of the political history of Germany begins with 
the accession of the present Emperor in 1888. There immediately 
followed a great increase in numbers of the regular army and the 
development of an ambitious naval policy. The country has been 
during his reign commercially prosperous in the highest degree, and 
so far as trade and industry are concerned there was no need to 
long for ‘a place in the sun’, which Germany already possessed. 
But, contrary to the policy of Bismarck, the rulers of Germany have 


Karl Freiherr von Stein rose to ministerial status in Prussia before 1806, and 
although he fought vehemently against Napoleon, was like most German patriots 
willing to collaborate after the German defeats of 1S06. He then pul1 forward 
proposals for reform and was dismissed from office inJanuary 1807. In fos 
enforced retirement he wrote the famous ‘Nassau Denkschrift 
civic participation and cuts in government expenditure, in 0tt °™ 1 ” 

appointed chief minister and almost a year later was dismissed 
Napoleon's insistence. Karl August von Hardcnburg was Prussian Chancellor and 
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acted on the principle that an extension of territory is indispensable 
in a great power. As a matter of fact, Germany’s best customers, as 
one of themselves has pointed out," have been found in foreign 
countries, their colonies having been so far only a source of expense. 
It is not necessary to discuss the question of where the responsibility 
of the present war should be plaeed. What is certain is that till the 
eleventh hour Sir Edward Grey 11 worked with all his might to pre¬ 
vent the present disastrous conflagration, and was balked at every 
turn by the apparent determination of the German Government to 
provoke hostilities, for which Germany alone was adequately pre¬ 
pared. On that topic nothing more need be said, and I gladly turn 
to my main subject, the relation of German philosophy to the pre¬ 
sent war. 

One cannot but be struck by the enormous influence on the whole 
development of German philosophy exercised by Immanuel Kant. 
Not only is it true that a vast amount of industry has been devoted 
by philosophical writers to the elucidation of the letter of Kant, but 
even writers who belong to an entirely different school of thought 
have been unable to escape from his all-pervasive influence. This 
fact is not at all difficult to explain, when we remember the genius 
of this ‘epoch making philosopher’, as his countrymen call him, and 
reflect that the Critical Philosophy is itself the result of a sort of 
compromise between discrepant conceptions of life, and covers with 
its three Critiques the whole realm of philosophy: epistemological, 
ethical, aesthetic and religious. The philosophy of Kant sought to 
effect a synthesis of empiricism and rationalism; but the attempt, 
while in spirit it was on the whole successful, achieved its end by a 
method which in its literal acceptation was bound to lead to diver¬ 
gence and dissension. The Tift in the Lute’ 12 indeed appeared during 
the lifetime of Kant himself. Nor had the immediate successors of 
Kant - Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel - all triumphant as they were 
in the first instance^ everything their own way. Even in the lifetime 

' The anonvmous author of J'Auwe. 


11 Sir Edward Gre> (1862 iqjt) was foreign Secretary 1905-16. 
Alfred Lord Tennyson, 

It is the little rift within the lute. 

That bv arid b> will mate the music mute. 
And ever widening slowly silence all 
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of Hegel, Schopenhauer, with the peculiar arrogance that we have 
come to associate with the Prussian character, dissented violently 
from the teaching of Hegel, and, as a Privat-docent in Berlin Uni¬ 
versity, openly displayed his hostility by fixing his lectures at the 
same hour. The result w r as hardly what, in his self-confidence, he 
had anticipated; for Hegel’s lecture-room continued to be crowded, 
while in Schopenhauer’s there was no difficulty in getting an empty 
bench to oneself. Nevertheless, in a sense the immediate future was 
with Schopenhauer; for, although the large and comprehensive phil¬ 
osophy of Hegel, whatever may be said of its specific doctrines, has 
undoubtedly in it this fundamental truth, that the universe is a 
rational system and that in the great process of humanity goodness 
is bound in the long run to prevail; yet, in the first reaction against 
his triumphant idealism, the theoretical one-sidedness and the 
pessimism of Schopenhauer caught the public ear, and the history 
of the former Maestro di coloro che sannn [teacher of those who 
know] 11 was temporarily obscured. Only temporarily, for Hegel can 
no more be ignored than Plato or Aristotle. He belongs to the apos¬ 
tolic succession of the great heroes of philosophy; while Schopen¬ 
hauer, with all his literary gifts and his immediate success, was the 
author of an untenable metaphysic and an impossible theory of 
ethics, which can only be compared to one of those discords in 
music that help to enrich the genera! harmony. Even Nietzsche 
once declared, in a flash of inspiration, that Schopenhauer, ‘by his 
unintelligent rage against Hegel, succeeded in severing a whole gen¬ 
eration from its connection with German culture’ (Beyond Good and 
Evil , sec. 204 .) h 

The bone of dispute concerned the nature of the ultimate prin¬ 
ciple of the universe and the organ by which it may be reached. 
Kant’s view was that the circle of knowledge does not extend, 
roughly speaking, beyond the realm of the natural sciences, and that 
the realities, which in his view undoubtedly exist, fall outside of 


IJ Dante, 

Higher I raised my brows and further scanned, 
and saw the Master of the men who know. 

Seated amid the philosophic band; 

inferno (HarmondswoTth, Penguin, nj+b), Canto iv, line 131. 

” For a more recent translation see Friedrich Nietzsche, Hcynnd (,ood and bi;tr 
Prelude 10 a Philosophy of the Future, tram. R. J. Hollmgdale (Harmondsw orth, 
Penguin, 1975) sec, 204. 
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this circle, and are a matter of rational faith, not of knowledge. The 
contention of his idealistic followers, brought to a point in Hegel, 
was, that the Absolute or God not only exists, but is the source of 
all knowledge, and indeed is in the strict sense the only object really 
knowable. To deny knowledge of this principle, or to ignore it, is 
to commit intellectual suicide. What these thinkers were contending 
for is expressed in more ordinary language in the words of Scrip¬ 
ture, that God is ‘not far from any one of us, being in our mouths 
and in our hearts’. 1 ’ Schopenhauer, on the other hand, maintained 
that the ultimate principle is not Intelligence, but Will; and by Will, 
as we soon find, he meant something that only differs from Force 
by its indefiniteness and unknowability. This blind unconscious 
principle, lying beyond the sphere of the human intellect, is for 
Schopenhauer the true principle of the universe; the popular idea 
of a self-conscious deity being to his mind merely the survival of 
an obsolete superstition. 

Here then we have the issue fairly stated. Shall we accept the 
idealistic doctrine of a self-conscious Principle as the true source 
and explanation of reality, or must we fall back upon some unknow 
able Power, figured to ourselves after the analogy of the forces of 
nature? The tragedy of German philosophy seems to me to be this: 
that, for reasons hard to disentangle and impossible to set forth at 
present in detail, the idealists have lost ground, while the positivists 
have captured the popular ear. No doubt Nietzsche, the one man 
of genius whom Germany has produced in the lifetime of men now 
living, had a horror of the direction in which his countrymen were 
blindly drifting; but the romantic and immaterial principle for 
which'he was contending was later materialized, and employed in 
support of a bureaucratic system that was the special ob)ect of his 

detestation. 

Leaving aside the names of Nietzsche, Lotze, von Hartmann, 
Sigwart Wundt, Paulsen and W r indelband - all of whom belong 
mote or less to the idealistic tradition - let us turn our attention to 


Deutcronomi to 11-15. ‘Now what i am commanding you today is not too diffi- 
in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it. 
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the undercurrent of German philosophy in its second period, begin¬ 
ning with the publication of Liebmann’s Kant und die Epigenen in 
i$65. 16 Liebmann indeed was not by any means the first to reject 
the larger idealistic view of the world; for, as we have seen, Schop¬ 
enhauer had already done so, proclaiming himself to be the true 
follower of Kant. The strong meat of Schopenhauer, however, was 
too rich for the digestion of the ordinary German professor of phil¬ 
osophy; and the cry of Liebmann, 'Back to Kant 1 (which really 
meant, 'Back to the Letter of Kant’), comforted their Philistine 
souls. The charge brought by Liebmann against the idealists was 
that they had forsaken the realm of verifiable experience and pre¬ 
sumptuously attempted to define and comprehend the ultimate 
nature of reality. It does not seem to have occurred to him that the 
limitation of knowledge to that which presents itself within human 
consciousness is the Jons et origo (the source and origin] of that 
very ‘thing-in-itself which he assails with his spluttering and noisy 
battery. The illusion which besets those who claim that while we 
are able to determine the character of the objects that fall within 
our experience, we can never emerge from this kingdom of shadows, 
exercises upon Liebmann its usual fascination, and he never seems 
to be aware that a theory of the insuperable limitations of our 
knowledge assumes that very ‘thing-in-itself which he falsely attri¬ 
butes to the genuine idealist. If true reality is behind and beyond 
knowledge, it must be unknown and even unknowable. It matters 
not that ostensibly Liebmann confines himself within the narrow 
bounds of human experience; for back of all this experience lies the 
empty Absolute, which nothing but a fiction of abstraction prevents 
from vanishing into nothingness, Thus the real dualist is not the 
idealist who claims that we live in a rational and intelligible uni¬ 
verse, but the realistic epistemologist with his express or tacit oppo¬ 
sition of the knowable and the real. 

Besides the general denial of any knowledge beyond that of the 
ordinary world of our experience, German philosophy m this 
second period of its history upheld an ethical doctrine, wrongly 
attributed to Kant, which maintained that the function of knowl- 


' Otto Liebmann (.840-191*) was a n^Kantian ^ 

German philosophy and advocated a return to Kant HebehevedhaKan.s™ 
contribution was the discovery of the transcendental, but nevertheless thought 
that it had to be dissociated from the idea of things in themselves. 
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edge is practical rather than theoretical, being simply the method 
by which, living within the world, the inner nature of which is to 
us unintelligible, we set up practical rules that enable us to make 
progress in morality without ever coming in contact w ith the uni¬ 
verse in its ultimate nature. Vaihinger, 1 ' the expositor of Kant, 
departs so far from the ordered world of experience maintained by 
Kant as to deny that the conceptions by which we organize our 
world have any other value than as convenient fictions enabling us 
to find our way in a world too vast and too mysterious to be under¬ 
stood. It will hardly he denied that doctrines like these afford only 
too good an excuse for those whose interest it is to maintain that 
‘Might is Right 1 . If we cannot know the inner nature of things, what 
can our morality be but the prudential rules of finite beings who 
have to live somehow with one another, and who in the absence of 
fixed principles are engaged in the process of each trying to raise 
his head above the others? For the same reason, religion can have 
no absolute value, and what is put in its place must be some overm¬ 
astering impulse, in itself ultimately indefensible. Accepting these 
premises we can partly understand how the German people have 
gradually been converted to the belief that the old sophistical doc¬ 
trine, ‘Might is Right’ and ‘justice the interest of the stronger’, is 
the true principle of philosophy. In this way one can also under¬ 
stand how Nietzsche’s gospel of the Superman should he trans¬ 
formed into Treitschke’s confident belief in the omnipotence of the 
Prussian state, or rather the Prussian Government; and we can even 
discern how a still tower deep than the lowest deep to which Tre- 
itschke had sunk should be reached by General von Bernhardi, 
with his crude soldier’s theory that the world was made for the 
glory of Kaiser Wilhelm der Zweite and the great Hohenzollern 
family. The pitv of it all is that German philosophy in its popular 
form has lost all rational belief in Love and Righteousness, and has 
enthroned in its stead the fetish of Force and Fraud and Frightful¬ 
ness. Are there any symptoms that this debasing creed will be out- 


IIws VaihmjtCT (1&52-193J) “ the founder of the as if approach to 
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grown? Are there no philosophers of recent times w ho have got at 
least a glimpse of a truer way? 1 think there are, as a consideration 
of the third phase of German philosophy seems to indicate, a phase 
which extends from the year iShS down to the present day. 

The philosophers of the Second Period, as we have seen, are all 
convinced cpistemologists, that is, they are agreed in denying that 
we can ever comprehend the inner nature of the universe, and must 
therefore content ourselves with a working theory of life, leaving 
the attempted solution of ultimate problems to the weak and 
muddled heads who waste their energies on unpractical and idle 
problems. Wc of the English tradition find nothing especially new 
in this attitude. Some fifty years ago, George Henry Lewes wrote a 
History of Philosophy, 1 ’ to prove that it presented the melancholy 
spectacle of' the best minds engaged for centuries on a task similar 
to that of squaring the circle; and the burden of the philosophy of 
Herbert Spencer is that the Absolute is by its very nature unknow¬ 
able. Like much of the supposed advances of the last fifty years of 
the nineteenth century, the successes claimed by their countrymen 
for the German epistemologists are largely due to thinkers ot the 
despised 'nation of shop-keepers whom cultivated Englishmen 
believe themselves to have out-grown. Be that as it may, it is certain 
that with the third period, beginning with the publication of 
Avenarius’ Critique of Pure Experience ; 1 we seem to see the dawn 
of a better day for German philosophy, for, though this careful 
writer cannot be placed alongside of men like Lotze or Fechner or 
Nietzsche, he is a sober and careful thinker not devoid of a certain 
degree of metaphysical insight. Our ideas, he says, are no doubt 
determined by our experience or environment; and yet he will ven¬ 
ture to affirm that knowledge is something more than an instrument 
of action, being by its very nature an orderly system, existing no 
doubt only for us as conscious and intelligent beings, but in no 


4 Biographical Hist or} of Philosophy Series I. Inn M Philosophers, and Senes II, 
From Bacon t» the Present Day. Published in London rn 184s and i^b. It was 
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sense arbitrarily made by us. This idea, true as it is, is expressed 
by Avenarius in a somewhat halting and ambiguous way, when he 
tells us that we must abolish the opposition of physical and psychi¬ 
cal, since mind differs from matter, not in fundamental nature, but 
only as containing more in it. Still more decisively Cassirer, who 
belongs to the Marburg school of philosophy, approximates to the 
main doctrine of the early idealists, in so far as he holds that we 
are capable of rising above a purely individual point of view and 
discovering the actual connections of things.' 1 No doubt it is in the 
conceptions of mathematics that he finds the categories by which 
this truer view of the world may be obtained; but, though the ideal¬ 
ists would regard this limitation to mathematical conceptions as 
itself a limitation, they would entirely agree with Cassirer and the 
Marburg school generally in their view that really fruitful concep¬ 
tions are never the product of an arbitrary process of classification 
by abstraction or elimination. To the same effect it is argued by 
Husserl, that in our experience there are necessary distinctions and 
relations, by the proper comprehension of which we are not only 
enabled to see the relative truth of our ordinary view of the world, 
but to see beyond it. Thus Husserl seems to intimate, ‘as by a 
side-gesture’, that we are not entirely deprived of a true grasp of 
the world. It may be admitted that the empirical tradition is still 
too strong for these thinkers to seek for a reconstruction of philos¬ 
ophy on a rational or idealistic basis; but I think it can hardly be 
denied that, after wandering for many years in the wilderness, with 
eyes obstinately fixed on the earth, the better class of German minds 
have begun, almost shamefacedly, to glance upwards to the heavens; 
and one is disposed to believe that the very thoroughness of the 
German intellect may, in its slow and laboured way, yet come to 
work out in a reasoned system that which thinkers of other nations 
obtain in a flash of inspiration. Nor must we forget that in the more 
positive departments of philosophy we owe the plodding German a 
debt of gratitude. Fechner and Wundt, assisted by a host of philo- 


The Marburg School comprised a group of neo-Kanmns, including Hermann 
Cohen (1842-1918) and Paul Nalorp (1854-1924), committed to take account of 
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sophical hod-carriers, have done much ro advance the cause of a 
precise and accurate psychology; and the contributions of these and 
other thinkers to the theory of art and the history of religion and 
of political institutions cannot be overlooked. Nor have all pro¬ 
fessors of philosophy, or even all Berlin professors, subscribed to 
the crude theory of the state expressed by Treitschke. Here, for 
example, are a few sentences from Paulsen, which show that he saw 
the danger of an autocratic government, especially when its policy 
is dictated by a military oligarchy. In a lecture on Party Polities and 
Murals, delivered in Dresden in 1900, he says: 


The most perfect type of organization from above is the army, in 
which combination and division of labour are carried to the 
minutest point, to the entire exclusion of all combination from 
below. Of the same type is an absolute monarchy .. . Strict unity 
of will gives to this form of government great weight in attack. But 
a danger confronts the advantage - the danger that it may concen¬ 
trate intellect and will on a single point, and cause a general decay 
in the peripheral members, because of the absence in them of inde¬ 
pendent activity. Losing all initiation and spontaneity, they come 
to present the phenomena of a palsied intelligence, will and con¬ 
science: the body as a whole loses its sensibility; internal disease 
may develop without being felt, and may have far advanced before 
there is in the members any consciousness of a failure of sensibility 
and responsibility. The rule of the Bourbons and that of Frederick 
the Great are historical examples of the fact that in an autocracy 
the citizens submit to the Government with an indifference verging 
on stupidity. 

To this indictment of a despotic form of government may be 
added Paulsen’s warning against the claim of Germany to rule the 


world. 


Since the sixties, [he says], a new faith has sprung up, at first 
timidly and- shamefacedly - belief in power and the will to power. 
This gave to the close of the nineteenth century its special signifi¬ 
cance , .. Political questions are questions of power! So said 
Bismarck with incisive and offensive bluntness, and because history 
is on his side the German people now think what he has taught 
them to think, and often in a much more one-sided way. I he 
doctrine is held to apply not only to questions of foreign policy, 
but to domestic politics as well. He who has the strongest w,H and 
power to enforce it, is claimed to have right on his side. Compared 
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with this, what is the value, it is asked, of the old parchments? Su 
voh skjubeo, sit pro ramne voluntas* has no doubt always been the 
point of view of men in authority, but only in our day has it been 
openly expressed as a m a Gm of policy. 

Let me cite one more voice of warning. Speaking of the achieve¬ 
ments of the German State, Windelband only five years ago gave 
utterance to his uneasiness in these words: 

Nowadays, (he says), we find ourselves irresistibly drawn into a 
whirl of practical work, which claims and absorbs every power, 
every interest and every activity in the highest degree There is 
scant time for inward meditation, for theoretical reflection: the 
national energy is so dispersed outwardly that it is unable to gather 
itself together within . .. The zenith ot our political life has pro¬ 
duced no great poem, and no adequate philosophy, to express in 
terms of reflection the mind and life of the nation. 

These words may well suggest the pertinent comment of Pro¬ 
fessor A. S. Ferguson': ‘Perhaps the din about German culture 
which troubles one's ears today owes some of its loudness to faint 
stirrings of uneasiness.’ Many more sayings similar to those of 
Paulsen and Windelband might be quoted, but I must hurry to a 
dose. One may at least derive from them the hope that, in spite of 
the appalling ferocity and barbarity with which the present war has 
been conducted by Germany; notwithstanding the wild and whirl¬ 
ing words of an Emperor devoid of self-knowledge; beneath the 
vapourings of a press which reflects the inflated notions of a people 
giddy with unforeseen success; one may hope that in the breasts of 
many sensible Germans, at present forced to be silent, there beats 
a more equable pulse; and that, at the close of the war there will 
emerge a chastened and subdued Germany, which has learned the 
‘open secret’, that no nation can respect itself that does not respect 
others. It cannot be necessary to point out the distinction between 
brute force and the just power of a State which can appeal to reason 
in defence of its acts. It is lamentable that a nation of thinkers 
should be misled by the sophistry which opines that, because each 
State has power to enforce its decrees on its own citizens, therefore 
one State may coerce all other nations in its own interest. No State 
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may enforce a single law, even on its own citizens, much Jess make 
or break a single treaty, in defiance of universal principles of reason. 
The true foundation of the State is not force and fraud, but 
humanity and sympathy. AVc who are subjects of the British Empire 
do not claim that England has in all cases been free from blame; 
but we may fairly say that, with all her stumblings and mistakes, 
she has on the whole acted honourably and justly. Three hundred 
years ago England learned in her Civil War this great truth, that 
the real strength of a nation lies in the free and self-conscious devel¬ 
opment of the whole people — the aim of Government being to 
educate every citizen to an appreciation of the grounds on which it 
acts, and to condemn all unjust legislation and partisan adminis¬ 
tration. Nothing less can sanctify the employment, of force; which, 
divorced from reason, becomes unjust and pernicious. Of stark 
Power we may surely say what Tennyson says of knowledge: 

What is she, cut from love and faith, 

But some wild Pallas from the brain 
Of Demons? fiery hot to burst 
All barriers in her onward race 
For Power. I.et her know her place: 

She is the Second - not the first. 22 


Alfred Lord Tennyson, In Memnri.tn A. H. H- OBITT MDCCCXXXIII . lines 

244y^s, in Enwh mJ !n The Worki i, f Jenn y !(>T!: The Evers>ey Ed 

(London, Macmillan, 1907-8), 9 ™ls. 



The Function of the State in Promoting the 
Unity of Mankind 3 

BERNARD BOSANQUET 


I wish to present a brief positive account of the theory of the state 
as I understand it, more particularly with reference to the state in 
its external relations, and the conditions essential to federations or 
a world-state. 

It seems to me that much misconception is prevalent as to the 
views which in fact great philosophers have held upon this problem. 
But I do not wish to raise mere questions in the history of philos¬ 
ophy, but to meet the issue as it seems to me to stand to-day. The 
ideas which I express are therefore my own, in the sense that no 


(Jf, the lectures by Professor A C. Bridles on ‘International Morality: the United 
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one else is responsible for the form I give them. But, to the best of 
my judgment, they represent the Greek tradition as renewed by 
Hegel and by English thought. 

In considering any problem affecting the state I take the primary 
question to be how self-government is possible. For anything which 
interferes with the possibility of self-government destroys altogether 
the conditions of true government. The answer is drawn, I take it, 
from the conception of the general will, which involves the existence 
of an actual community, of such a nature as to share an identical 
mind and feeling. There is no other way of explaining how a free 
man can put up with compulsion and even welcome it. 

Here then we have the universal condition of legitimate outward 
authority. City-state, Nation-state, Commonwealth, Federation, 
World-state, it makes no difference. Behind all force there must be 
a general will, and the general will must represent a communal- 
mind. b All other contrivances for government are external and tyr¬ 
annical. 

i. This is the reason of the unique relation between the state and 
the individual which is caricatured by critics as state absolutism. Of 
course the state is not the ultimate end of life. The ultimate end, if 
we avoid religious phraseology, which would probably furnish the 
truest expression of it, is surely the best life. I understand by the 
state the power which, as the organ of a community, has the func¬ 
tion of maintaining the external conditions necessary to the best 
life. These conditions are called rights. They are the claims recog¬ 
nised by the will of a community as the sine qua non of the highest 
obtainable fulfilment of the capacities for the best life possessed by 
its members. 

Now the relation between the state and the individual is the 
external equivalent of that between the community and the individ¬ 
ual. And it is a unique relation, because there is no other body that 
bears the same relation to the individual’s will as that community 
which is represented by a state in the external world. 

This can be said with as much precision as human affairs admit, 
because there is reason to expect that the community which organ¬ 
ises itself as a state will be for every group the largest body which 
possesses the unity of experience necessary for constituting a gen- 

t s ee L or d Haldane’s address referred to above. 
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eral will. There is, as we shall see, no other body at all comparable 
with it in intensity of unity. ‘A national purpose is the most uncon¬ 
querable and victorious of all things on earth," And the individual’s 
private will, we must bear in mind, is certainly and literally a part 
of the communal will. There is no other material of which his will 
can be made. If he rejects the communal will in part, he rejects it 
on the basis of what it is in him, not from any will of his own which 
has a different source This is the ground of the duty of rebellion. 

This unique relation between the individual and the community 
which the state represents - it may be a nation or any other com¬ 
munity - is what seems to me to dominate the whole problem. It is 
further determined when we add rhe consideration that the state is 
an organ of action in the external world. In this sphere, which is its 
special sphere as an organ exercising force, it may really be called 
absolute, that is, if pow er extending to life and death and complete 
disposal of property can be called absolute. This does not mean that 
it is the whole end of life, 11 nor that it is the only ohject of loyalty. 
It means, as 1 understand it, that, being the special organ of arrange¬ 
ment in the external world, corresponding to that particular com¬ 
munity whose wil 1 is our own will w r hen most highly organised, it 
has the distinctive function of dictating the final adjustment in mat¬ 
ters of external action. This is the only sense in which I have called 
it absolute/ and the ground is obvious and simple. It lies in the 


A. E., fmaetttttttons, etc,, p. I0".‘ . 

1 Hegel in (me place calls the state an end-in-itself, when he is contrasting his view 
of it with the reduction of its purpose to the protection of property or the right 
of the stronger. He regards it as hating in it some of the end of life, via. the 
embodiment of liberty; of course, not the whole end. Lt is for him the basis of the 
further more specialised achievements (art, philosophy, and the like), - Kechts 
pkilosophte, Sett, zgS.’ 

: See below, p. rKy [p. 281 in this vol J 

' Philosophy of the Stole, ch. viii. 3, and Introduction to 2nd edn [Bernard Bosanquet, 
Phtlosopktca! Theory of the Slate (London, Macmillan. 1899- and edn, 1910, 3rd 
edn, i<)2o, 4th edn, 1923]. 

; George William Russell (18*7 1935), K h Imaginations and Rei-enes (Dublin 
and London, Mounsel, 1915), i° 7 - an lnsh ! 0Llrnjllst ' eMlomlst > P° ct > 

painter and friend of W. H u u 

1 Hegel, Element* »f the Philosophy of Right, ed Allen \\. Wood and trans H. B. 
Nisbct (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991), 258, Addition (G). 

The state in and for itself is the ethical whole, the actualisation 

it is the absolute end of reason that freedom should be actual. The state is the 

spirit which is present in the world and which const tousty realises itself therein 



The Function of the State in Promoting the Unity of Mankind 


tendency of the world of action to bring into collision factors which, 
apart from action, might never conflict. However purely non¬ 
political two associations may be, and however cosmopolitan, if they 
claim the same funds or the same building they must come before 
a power which can adjust the difference without appeal. And if such 
a power were not single in respect of them, obviously there could 
be no certainty of adjustment without a conflict between the two or 
more powers which might claim jurisdiction. Cases like that sup¬ 
posed are frequent, of course, with churches. 

Thus there are two connected points, which, I think, the critics 
confuse under the name of absolutism. One is the power of the state 
as sustainer of all adjustments in the world of external action, on 
the ground which has just been explained. The other is the unique 
relation to the individual of such a community as is at present exem¬ 
plified by his nation-state, because it represents, as nothing else m 
the world does, that special system of rights and sentiments, the 
complement of his own being, which the general will of his group 
has formed a state to maintain. 

It is the result, I take it. of these two grounds of unity co¬ 
operating, that in times of stress the state, as the organ of the com¬ 
munity, will suspend or subject to conditions any form of inter¬ 
course between its members and persons or associations within or 
without its territory, and will require any service that it thinks fit 
from any of its members. It does, in Mr. Bradley’s words, ‘with the 
moral approval of all what the explicit theory of scarcely one will 
morally justify’. 1 ' That it does not exercise such powers to anything 
like the same degree in ordinary times, and that it recognises the 
rights of conscience even in times of stress, flows from the fact that 
its primary end is the maintenance of rights, and it will override no 
right by force where an adjustment is possible compatibly with the 
good life of the whole. And of this possibility it is the sole judge. 
What it permits, it permits by reason of its end, and no theory can 
stand which will not justify in principle its habitual action in time 

of stress. , , . 

2. ‘The state’, as I understand the words, is a phrase framed in 

the normal way, to express that one is dealing with the members of 
a class strictly according to the connotation nf the class-name. If a 

■= [K. II. Bradley] Ethical Studies [Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1876J. p- 166. 
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plural noun is used, there can be no certaint\ whether we are speak¬ 
ing of characteristics which belong to the class-members as such, or 
of circumstances which may occur in each of them for independent 
reasons. ‘The state’, in a word, is a brief expression for ‘states qua 
states’. I confess that I am a good deal surprised that nearly all 
recent critics have stumbled, as it seems to me, in this simple matter 
of interpretation*' 4 Would they find the same difficulty in the title 
of a book on ‘the heart’ or ‘the steam-engine? ft would be urged, 
perhaps, that a heart does not imply other hearts, but that a state 
does imply other states; but if the thing implies other things its 
name implies the reference to them. 

And, indeed, the whole raison d'etre of our theory is to show why, 
and in what sense, there must be states wherever there are groups 
of human beings, and to explain for what reasons men are dis¬ 
tinguished into separate adjacent political bodies instead of forming 
a single system over the whole earth’s surface. 

Our theory has told us, for example, that states represent differ¬ 
entiations of the single human spirit (Hegel), whose extent and 
intensity determine and are determined by territorial limits. They 
are members, we are told by Plato and Hegel, of an ethical family 
of nations, so far, at least, as the European world is concerned; 
they are characterised - it is Mazzini’s well-known doctrine - by 

11 Hegel pointed out this ambiguity, Th. des REehtf, Set. 258; cf. also A. C. Bradley, 
International Crisis, p. 47. With the phrase ‘philosophy of men’, which is offered 
as a counter-example as against ‘philosophy of the State’, we may compare the 
two expressions ‘knowledger of man' and ‘knowledge of men The former means 
something like philosophy; the latter means the knowledge of individual peculiari¬ 
ties and defects, gathered by the experience of a worldling. The former belongs to 
Plato or Shakespeare, the latter to Major [Arthur] Pendennts. [‘If there was any 
question about etiquette, society, who was married to whom, of what age such and 
such a duke was, Pendennts was the man to whom everyone appealed . W. M. 
Thackeray, The History ofPendenms (London, Bradbury and Evans, iSqq), vol. t, 

p. 2.] 


‘In considering the Idea of the State, we must not have any particular stales or 
particular institutions in mind; instead, we should consider the Idea, this actual 
Cod, in its own right,’ Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right 25*- The A. C 
Bradlev article referred to is, ‘International Morality The TmtedStatesof 
Kurope’ in Eleanor M. Sidgwick H. a!.. The international Crisis in (ft Ethical and 
Psychological .IspMs (London, Oxford University Press, m?) 
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individual missions 1,5 or functions which furnish for every state its 
distinctive contribution to human life. They have a similar task to 
achieve, each within its territory allotted by history, so Green 
argues, and the more perfectly each of them attains its proper object 
of giving free scope to the capacities of all persons living on a certain 
range of territory, the easier it is for others to do so.' Obviously 
they are co-operating units. This is throughout the essence of the 
theory. 

Now it is not, I think, unfair to point out that my critics, dealing 
unguardedly with ‘states’ and not with ‘the state’ or with ‘states qua 
states’, have on the whole founded their account of states not upon 
what they are, so far as states, but just upon what, qua states, they 
are not; upon defects which appear unequally in the several com¬ 
munities, consisting in those evils which the organisation of the 
state exists in order to remove, and does progressively remove in so 
far as true self-government is attained. Such evils are war, exploi¬ 
tation within or without, class privilege, arbitrary authority, discon¬ 
tent directing ambitions to foreign conquest and to jealousy of other 
states, the doctrine that one state’s gain is ipso facto another s loss, 

3, Space and time do not permit me to discuss, what I should be 
interested in discussing at some length, the continuous relations 
which extend beyond the frontiers of individual states, their import¬ 
ance compared'with that of other continuities which are co¬ 
extensive with the area of the states and constituent of them, and 
why it is necessary to recognise, in spite of the former, separate 
sovereign political units which undoubtedly, while imperfect, tend 
to break down at the frontier, in a regrettable way, the continuities 


The term I have myself selected to describe the ethical unity of a nation-state (PM. 

tlT] Green, [fawn o»l Mullet of Political Obligation edited by Bernard 

Bosanquer (London, Longman Green, 1917k P [See this volume p. 227.] 

' Greet city-states, for Plato, were naturally friends, and «npn*d 1* 

Citizens of Plato’s state ‘will love their fellow-Greeb and dun: of 
their own land, in whose common religion they share . Plato, 

Desmond Lee (Harmondsworrh, Penguin, 1987), + 7 ia. Hegc argu^tha. The 
European nations form a family with respect to the universal principle of their 
LjStims, customs, and culture, so that their conduct >n terns 
Lw is modified accordingly in a situation which, » otherwise donated by mutual 
infliction of evils’. Elements of tht Phtlosophy 0) Right, §339 Addition. 
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which pass beyond it. k Broadly speaking, the reason lies, 1 lake it, 
in the exceptionally intense unity and concreteness of certain group- 
minds , 1 in which innumerable continuities coincide, while other 
continuities, which extend beyond the group, nevertheless do not 
coincide with any marked rival unity. 

4 , It follows from our theory, as we saw, that the normal relation 
of states is co-operative ." 1 Their influence on each other’s structure 
and culture is mainly a question of wants and materials. The charac¬ 
teristic dealing with them depends after all upon the national mind, 
as we see in the contrast of Athens and Sparta, the two leading 

1 This problem is suggested by the opening sentences of [Rufus Quintus) Curtius’ 
History of Greece, with reference to the unity of continental Greece and Ionia, or 
b\ the natural unite of the basin of the North Sea (in the Hanseatic League). The 
rase of England and Scotland, compared with that of England and Ireland, repays 
study. 

1 See above, p, 27: 1 do nut say ‘national’ minds, localise I observe that the phrase 
is used with various unduly restricted meanings; cp. Lord Acton, who considers 
nationalitv a mere physical kinship Plato shows the right line, surely. The group 
must have the same myth, i.e. the same consciousness of unity. It does not matter 

how they got it. 4 , 

ra Hobbes, it must be remembered, with kindred theorists, is far removed from the 

philosophy of which we are speaking 


^ This is not an altogethct accurate reading of the sense of Acton’s remarks. Actor 
argues that civilised life depends upon the combination of different nations within 
the state. Nationality is an inferior form of attachment to patriotism. 

The difference between nationalitv and the state is exhibited in the nature of 
patriotic attachment. Our connection with the race is merely natural or physical, 
whilst our duties to the political nation are ethical. One is a community ot attec 
dons and instincts infinitely important and powerful in savage life, but pertaining 
more to the animal than to the civilised man; the other is an authority governing 
by laws, imposing obligations, and giving a moral sanction and character to the 
natural relations of society But in the political order moral purposes arc 
realised and public ends are pursued to which private interests and even existence 
must be sacrificed/ 


Lord Acton, ‘Nationality ’, in The History of f reedom and Other Essays (London, 

Macmillan, 1919), 292-3. . . 

The reference to Plato relates to the so-called ‘noble he’, or now more accurately 
referred to as the ‘magnificent myth’, laying the foundation tor the class structure 
in society. Rulers are born with gold in their souls, Guardians with silver, and 
farmers and other workers iron and bronze. He does insist that the barriers ate 

permeable. Republic y 4 I S a—1 d* * , . . A r 

’ International relations for Hobbes is the nearest analogue we have to the state of 
nature. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, cd. Richard luck (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 9 ° [fol- 
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states of one and the same civilisation. It is a curious fallacy in the 
disparagement of the state that the recognition of a debt to foreign 
culture has been pushed so far as to suggest that nothing great 
originates in any state because everything is imported from some 
other n 

Further, it follows that the maintenance of this normal relation, 
or its attainment where unattained, depends on the right discharge 
by states of their internal function - the maintenance oi rights as 
the conditions of good life. War, as Plato showed, is not of the 
essence of states, but has its causes in their internal disease and 
distraction, leading to policies of ‘expansion’^ Therefore, in this 
sense, to begin with, we want more of the state and not less. In 
order to reinforce the organisation of rights by other states, the 
main thing it has to do is to complete its own. This fundamental 
truth none of the critics seem to have observed, and to have empha¬ 
sised it appears to me a very great merit in our philosophy. 1 he 
fundamental principle is that states qua states are - the state is - 
the human mind doing the same work in different localities with 
different materials. Obviously, in as lar as it succeeds, its efforts 
assist each other. 

5, Thus every state as such - that is, ‘the state’ - is ‘the guardian 
of a whole moral world’, maintaining the peculiar contribution of 
its community to the total of human life and of human mind. We 
shall see why this double expression is necessary. And it is very 
important to observe that this moral world includes a whole distinc¬ 
tive attitude to life and humanity. It is an attitude of the community, 
but to the world. Thus you cannot get away from it. All individuals 


Compare the malevolent gossips in XUddkmarch, who referred the husband's bool 
to the wife's special knowledge, and met vena, so that they did not need to give 
credit to either for the books they wrote.’ f 

Cf especially Green, Print,pki of Pohwal Olhpatum, Sect 167 The root oi 
venom in the present conflict lies surely in two things: (a) In the medieval com 
duion of the Prussian franchise, which rhe Monistic League of several hundred 
thousand members, with Oswald it its head, was pledged to sec reformed, and 
(p) the false political economy of ‘your pin is my Loss’, which such an interna! 

situation promotes. 


George Eliot, Middleman!, (Oxford. Oxford Lmversity Press -gSS). 

■When Greek fights Greek we shall say that they are natural)) frter.ds but tha^ 
Greece is sick and torn by faction, and that the quarrel should be called civil 
strife".’ Republic, 470C-d 
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share it, more or less, and every relation of the group, external or 
internal, is brought to a meeting point within their consciousness, 
and elicits a response from it. 

It is easy to discern how such guardianship on the part of bodies 
so highly individualised, so deeply conscious of a function and as 
yet so imperfectly organised, may lead, from time to time, to differ¬ 
ences which can only be resolved by force. It is a profound mistake, 

I am convinced, to direct the moral of the present calamity against 
the communal sense of a function and a mission; against, in a word, 
the belief that a community has a conscience. Yet this belief is the 
root of the doctrine caricatured under the name of state absolutism. 
It seems to me foolish to take a hostile attitude to a general truth 
because it displays the root of serious evils, For, indeed, what dis¬ 
plays their root is the only indication of the remedy. The true moral 
is, surely, not that a community should have no overmastering pur¬ 
pose, no consciousness of a mission and no conscience, but simply 
that its conscience should as far as possible be enlightened. Enlight¬ 
ened consciences, I venture to assume, cannot bring actions into 
conflict. But, being internally ill organised, and correspondingly 
biassed and unenlightened, communities enter into conflicts from 
time to time with their whole heart and soul, just because they have 
consciences and have moral worlds to guard. It happens naturally 
to them as to private persons that they throw their whole sense of 
right into what is wrong. In order to produce a disastrous collision, 
we must bear in mind, the aspirations of two communities need not 
be in conflict at every point. It is like two trains running side by 
side, where an encroachment of an inch is enough to produce a 
calamity. Aspirations may be irreconcilable in practice which have 
a very large factor of agreement. This factor is the ground for hope, 
which consists in their being, after all, aspirations of communities 
which possess reason and conscience. Reconciliation of them by har¬ 
monious adjustment, though impracticable at certain moments, is 

never inconceivable. , 

Now it is surely plain that no power on earth can deal with such 
a cause of conflict, except something that enables the biassed and 
erroneous factors of the conflicting claims to be eliminated. And 
this can never be done by external force, but must mainly depend 
on a better organisation of rights by every state at home, with a 
consequent correction of its ambitions and outlook on the world, 
healthy state is not militant. 
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But the mischief is, that the popular mind, observing that the 
present trouble has arisen through aspirations in others which we 
pronounce perverse, is inclined to attribute to a false philosophy 
the whole conception of national aspirations as representing the 
conscience of a people and its overmastering sense of duty. Men do 
not reflect that precisely such aspirations are determining their own 
group-action at every step. They say, as our critics are saying, that 
the theory of the unity of a people in the moral consciousness of a 
pre-eminent duty, and the principle of its expression through an 
organ supreme in practical life, are absolutism, and ought to be 
weakened or abandoned. The unique obligation of the private 
person to the community as incomparably the fullest representative 
of himself is to be put on a level with isolated abstract obligations 
arising in the course of this or that special relation, although it is 
on the communal mind that the task of harmonising them must 
ultimately fall. In short, the whole moral status and moral being of 
the community is to be indefinitely but considerably lowered. 

All this seems to me to point exactly the wrong way. We all know, 
in modem society more especially, that we pay for the existence of 
great organising agencies by the possibility of their conflicting. But 
that does not make us desire to weaken them; it makes us desire to 
amplify their members’ faith in them, and to get them to do their 
work more completely. The remedy for disorganisation is not less 
organisation, but more. All organisation, of course, brings a concur¬ 
rent risk of conflict. You bring claims together, and you find points 
which for the moment cannot be adjusted. It is a flat contradiction 
to maintain that the state is morally responsible, and also that it 
must not face an actual conflict where its conscience is concerned. 
Even within the community, where obligations to the common will 
are so high and so determinate, the conscientious objector will 
follow his conscience to the end, and if we believe him to be sincere 
we all respect him for it. Why should the community, an individual 
in a far deeper sense than the citizen, being the nearest approach to 
a true individual that exists upon the earth, be expected not to 
follow its conscience? The clause on which I have just insisted is, 
as Rousseau pointed out,” the fundamental issue. The point to be 
remembered is that the individual only has his individuality through 
the social consciousness. The nearer he approaches to being himself 

p Rousseau* Contrat S&ct&l* U 
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the more he approaches identification with the communal mind. 4 
This mind can only be expressed as what the individual would be 
if he possessed in completeness all that his actual consciousness 
implies regarding the group-life. If he sees reason to rebel, it is still 
as a social duty. It cannot be in virtue of some right of his own, as 
he would be, per impossible, apart. 

N‘o doubt, when there is strife between communities, a wrong is 
being committed somewhere. But the way to right it is not for the 
conscientious group to make a rule of yielding on points which it 
holds fundamental to its function. 

Now I think that the critics of our theory speak uncertainly here. 
Is our fault in saying that the community which asserts itself 
through the state is a moral being, and has a conscience, or is not a 
moral being and has not a conscience? They seem to me in effect 
to say both at once. But only one can be true. 

It is clear, I think, that we are accused of denying the moral 
responsibility of the community which has the state for its organ. 
But it can hardly be doubted that we are also accused of putting this 
moral responsibility much too high. Thus the critics find themselves 
driven to treat the community which is a state as a mere association 
of individuals, which cannot possess an organic moral conscience 
nor general will. Though in one passage disclaiming individualism, 
the argument breathes its spirit. If you call the state an association, 
you speak the language of individualism, and still more so, if you 
speak of individual rights which can be asserted against it, and of 
the individual judgment as ultimate. To call it an ‘association is 


Cf. Bradley’s Ethical Studies, Essays u. arid v. 

In Mr Coie’s paper, Mr. Russell, I think, does not disclaim it, seeing, if 1 under¬ 
stand him, no common mind in men capable of a common will. I am prepared to 
receive what comes from him with great respect, and I agree with h.s disbelief in 
the likelihood of an international authority being established after this war; and 1 
take it that he agrees with me that .Si vis pactm, pan btlium, is self-contradictory. 
But his view of the state and its aim seems to me just introspective in the bad 
sense It represents the conscious reflections of minds unappreciative of the actual 
work done in legislation and administration. It is quite extraordinarily akin to 
Horace Walpole’s attitude, e g. letter to Sir H. Mann, November t, 1705. 

“ C IJelisle Burns, Bertrand Russell, and G. D. H. Cole, ‘Symposium: The Nature 
of the State in View of its External Relations’, in Proceeding of the Aristotelian 
Society, xvi (i<)i;-> 6 ). Horrace Walpole letter to H. j ', 6 s. 

mrait Walpole’s Correspondence Hi th Sir Horace Mann, ed. W S. Lewis (Yale, 
University of Yale Press, iq;i) 
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contrary, I think, both to usage and to truth. The word is, I pre¬ 
sume, employed intentionally as paradoxical and aggressive. 

It is really, then, the moral being and moral responsibility of the 
state which we affirm, and which the main attack desires to under¬ 
mine. The opposite suggestion, that we do not recognise the moral 
responsibility of the members of a group for its action, is, as we shall 
see, a mere misconception, derived from the fact that we observe the 
moral action of a community not to be capable of being criticised 
by the method of comparison with that of an individual. 

The unique position of the state springs, as I said at starting, 
from the fact that it is moulded, as no mere association is, by and 
for the special task of maintaining in a certain territory the external 
conditions of good life as a whole. Its territorial area adjusts itself 
to that unity of communal experience which is most favourable to 
the maintenance of an organised will, so that it tends to cover the 
largest area within which, for a certain group, the conditions of such 
an experience exist. 

It is an error, I think, resting on a confusion regarding the sphere 
of the state, to suggest that obedience to it can conflict with the 
existence of loyalty to associations - I refuse to say other associ¬ 
ations - at home or abroad. The state’s peculiar function is in the 
world of external action, and it does not inquire into the sentiments 
of men and women further than to establish the bona fide intention 
which the law includes in the meaning of an act. But whatever 
loyalties may exist in the mind, the state will undoubtedly, when 
need arises, of which it through constitutional methods is the sole 
judge, prohibit and prevent the expression, in external acts, of any 
loyalty but that to the community which it represents. Absoluteness 
in this sense is inherent in the state, for the reason which we have 
noted.' 

But even for loyalties which we inwardly cherish, and which appear 
to us irreconcilable with the concrete communal will, we pay a severe 
penalty in a felt contradiction which is a constant sore in our mind It 
forms a continual demand for reconciliation by adjustment, and so for 
a new response and an enlarged and not restricted operation of the 
social consciousness, which if it passes into action will reflect itself in 


- Pp 272-3, [md 2 7 2~3 in this volume] above. Kven the duty of rebellion is not in 
principled limit upon this power; for il docs not rest on 2 non-socwl right, bur on 
a recognition that the state is divided against itself. 
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a new and ampler initiative on the part of the state. Every conflict as a 
matter of course is a stimulus to fresh reaction. 

6 . So much for the rationale of the so-called absolutism of the 
state, which is in the main a caricature of its position as sole organ¬ 
iser of rights and as guardian of moral values. 

I believe that the principal difficulty which is felt about the view 
which I am trying to explain arises from its denial that the moral obli¬ 
gations of a state can be deduced from the consideration of those 
which attach to a private person under what are taken to be analogous 
circumstances. 1 This difficulty seems to depend on the crude belief 
that morality consists in the observance of abstract absolute rules, 
unmodified by relations and situations, such that you can paint the 
world of outward actions, as it were, with two colours only, right and 
wrong, which will stand fast for ail moral beings under all conditions. 

I do not think it could possibly be felt by any mind which had once 
grasped the point that duty is a systematic structure, such as to bring 
home its universal demand in a particular and appropriate form to 
every moral being according to its conditions, and that the best brief 
summary of it is ‘to be equal to the situation. 1 

When this is grasped, I think that the moral criticism of our view 
is easily seen to rest on mere misunderstanding. We assume ah initio 
that the state has a mission or a function, a contribution to make to 
the life of the world such as no other body or person can pretend 
to. The question is whether comparison with the moral task of a 
private person can throw light on our judgment of what it does or 
of what it ought to do. 

A word on the case of the private person himself will, perhaps, 
make the matter plainer. Even his morality is ultimately a very dif¬ 
ferent thing, not from what common sense recognises, but from 
what popular theory assumes. There is no such thing in ethics as 
an absolute rule or an absolute obligation, unless it were that of so 
far as possible realising the best life. In every action the moral agent 
confronts a conflict of duties, and has in some degree to steer an 
uncharted course. Every situation is in some degree, however 
slightly, new; and his moral duty is to be equal to it, to deal with 
it, to mould it, in accordance with the moral spirit which is in him, 
into a contribution to the realisation of the best life, There is per¬ 
haps no act that we can think of which, if we do not set it down by 


1 See Professor A. C. Bradley's lecture, above referred to, pp. (a ff. 


282 



The Function of the State in Promoting the Unity of Mankind 


definition as an act of the had will, could not conceivably be a duty. 
The room for immoral casuistry is infinite, and there is no security 
but to grasp so far as possible the actual obligations, which in 
accordance with the ethical spirit acquired from social discipline 
and applying itself anew in a similar sense, are plainly incumbent 
upon the particular moral agent. With all the aids of moral conven¬ 
tion, of a life organised in extreme detail within a framework of 
social and legal obligations, of the communal sentiment engrained 
and embodied in his habitual will, the private individual has still in 
principle a new morality constantly to create, though in practice, 
assuming bona fides, he has in general little difficulty in discerning 
his duty at the moment. A strictly moral judgment of others is 


scarcely open to him at all. 

Now turn to the community organised as a state. In quiet times, 
and over a great part of its conduct, its course, like that of the 
individual, may be considered as plainly marked. 11 But at any 
moment some huge new problem may crop up, involving, one 
might say, a whole philosophy or prophecy of the future history of 
the world.’ Suppose the British Empire confronted by an opponent 
or by an international Peace League or Tribunal with some pro¬ 
posed regulation which it (the Empire) judged fatal to sea power. 

Is it not plain what we mean by saying that there is no organised 
moral world within which a course of duty under such conditions 
is prescribed to the state? Even assuming a disinterested tribunal - 
which at present would be quite impossible - who could determine 
with authority the effect on the world’s future of any such regu¬ 
lation? Of course such a question is not justiciable. But when you 
get beyond justiciable questions you are in the ocean of speculation 
as to elements of future welfare. As to the really effective type of 
worldwide authority, I will say more below. 

But at present the point is this. In the case supposed the unit in 
question has one great certainty. It has the moral world of which, 


I am quite aware of the immense amount of international co-operation, for desir¬ 
able ends which goes on in normal times 

Conflicting philosophies of history are ultimately, one might say, the root 
ness between the Germans and ourselves. They sincerely think one course of things 
best for the world, and we sincerely think another. Wc are fighting for our faiths. 
> The hypothesis is taken from The War and Demcwy, p. 37 °- 


,1 y ee Alfred E Zimmern, ‘German Culture and the British Commonwealth’ 
in R S' S«on-Watson: J, Dover Wilson, Alfred E. Zimmern and Arthur 
Greenwood, The War and Danntraiy (London, Macmillan, 1 <M 5 ) 
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so far, it has been the guardian, which is the source of the mission 
or function which its conscience and general will recognise as its 
own, and of the view of humanity and the world at large which it 
holds to be the highest. If it believes itself to see clearly that the 
proposed regulation must destroy or gravely endanger that form of 
good life and that attitude to humanity with which it has so far 
identified itself, it will possess in this conviction the only definite 
element in this moral problem. I do not mean that it must be so in 
the case of everv innovation; but it very well may be so. In as far 
as it is so, the consideration of this certainty would probabiv present 
itself as an overwhelming ground of action.' Ihere is nothing here 
analogous to the tissue of obligation within which the individual 
lives. It is not the mere absence of a sanction that makes the differ¬ 
ence; an external sanction cannot affect your own morai obligation. 
It is partly, no doubt, the absence of an external order on the main¬ 
tenance of which you can rely; but it is still more, and more inti¬ 
mately, the absence of a recognised moral order such as to guide 
the conscience itself. 

In the case suggested it is proposed to reshape the world; and it may 
well happen that in dealing with the proposal the unit has no guide 
but to defend the best thing it knows. 1 his is what we mean by saying 
that it is the guardian of a whole moral world, but does not itself act 
within a moral world. Say, if you like, that it is within the society of 
states. But the life of this society, as a whole, has up to the present no 
moral tradition, imposing adapted and appropriate obligations on all 
units, comparable w ith the social consciousness which constitutes the 
whole basis and material oi the normal individual will. In any case 
analogous to that just supposed, it is not likely to afford any help 
whatever. There is no middle term, so to speak, between the unit 
which has to act, and the general obligation of realising what is best - 
none, that is, except the form of good life with which the unit is 
already identified. And we have seen that its special form of good life, 
being a moral consciousness, is not merely a self-contained habit of 
conduct in the members of a group, but is an attitude and moral out¬ 
look which, though existing in them, has for its object the whole 
world, and is determined by the view and spirit which the group has 
evolved for itself, implying its conception of the best thing for the 

' See Professor Bradley, p International Morality'] compares the right of a Mate and 

of an individual to sacrifice themselves or risk then own suppression, 
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world. Devotion to humanity as a best, as a supreme quality, is, unless 
and until the organism of mankind becomes actual better represented 
by the moral world of the highest communities than by anything 
common to the whole multitude of mankind.' 

7. After these explanations, l hope it may be hardly necessary to 
refute the charge of immorality brought against the thesis that a 
state simply cannot do all immoral acts which a single human being 
can. We have seen that morality is relative to the special obligation 
of the particular moral being, and it is obviously also relative to his 
capacity for action. Now a community simply cannot express its 
will directly, as a man or woman can, in a bodily act. To act is to 
make a will pass into fact, and how a community can do this is an 
old question and not an easy one. Rousseau held that nothing but 
a law, a decision dealing with something of general interest, could 
be an act of the sovereign power, and, in the main, I believe he was 
right. It Is plain surely that even a mere aggregate of men cannot 
commit a single bodily act as one man can. It may be answered, 
‘They may be accomplices before or afteT the fact.’ But we should 
consider what would have to be proved to bring in a nation as 
accomplices in a breach of the Decalogue, An act of attainder is, I 
should think, the nearest thing to murder by a state, and such an 
act, like all privilegia, is, I believe, now considered abhorrent to the 
spirit of law. 1 Surely it is better and even more impressive to 
recognise obvious distinctions and call things by then right names, 


’ See p. 291 [p 187 this vol.J. , , , 

> Cf. the decision of the Athenian Assembly to put the Miryleneans to death, and 

its recall. 11 


After the revolt at Mvtilene (.4x8-7 uc) the Athenians decided to put the whole 
population to death. The following day after the trireme was despatched to give 
the order the matter was reconsidered bv the Athenian Assembly, Cleon reminds 
the Athenians of the responsibilities and dingers of holding an empire. The Myti- 
Jenians should be made an example of, ‘for it is a general rule of human nature 
that people despise those who make concessions. Ut them now therefore have 
the punishment which their crime deserves.’ Such action would deter other cities 
from revolting. The Assembly was swayed, however, by Diototus who maintained 
that whatever the injustice of the revolt, it was not in the interest of Athens to 
put both the innocent and guilty Mytilemans to death: ‘For those who make wise 
decisions are more formidable to their enemies than those who rush madly into 
strong action.’ The second trireme reached Mvtilene in time to prevent the first 
order being earned out. Thucydide-, Tht Pehponnaum ttur. trans. Rev Warner 
(Harmondsworth, Penguin, 197a), ni, 36-50. 
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The fundamental point is in the detective individuality of human 
beings. If a man could be inspired by the whole living system of 
the communal mind, then the community as active - the state - 
might be fully responsible for what he does, And in practice we 
make a great distinction, which nothing else can account for, 
between the degrees of its responsibility for the sayings and doings 
of its different agents. A Cabinet minister acts for the state in a 
different degree from a police constable. For, as any man or wom¬ 
an’s mind is always but a fragment of the general mind and will, it 
is plain that the community which acts through them can only- 
answer for as much of their act as represents the degree of its will 
which it can fairly be said to have succeeded in communicating to 
them; that is, in practice, for their appointment and dismissal, their 
instructions, and the general system under which they work. And 
the recognition of this is enough, and more effective in practice 
than an attempt to impute something more, which would always 
fail. ‘Power can be delegated, but not will. You may order special 
acts to be done by another, but you cannot transfer to him the 
general exercise of your will, 

I admit that recent events have done something to show that the 
responsibility of a community for single wicked actions of men may 
be more intimate than I had thought possible. But I still think that 
all this will look very different when the conditions of such action 
come to be criticised in cold blood. And in any case I have rightly 
stated the hypothetical conditions of such responsibility, 11 If agents 
thought of their duty more in terms of a community’s obligations 
and less in terms of private conscience, much evil would be avoided, 
It has been the private conscience that has been responsible, very 
largely at least, for religious persecution and active intolerance of 
all kinds, which have been not an advantage, but a distinct obstruc- 
tion to the community in its function. 

8 , I will pass on to the question of a wider loyalty, or a larger 
political unit than those which centre in the nation-state. 

It is natural to infer from the social organism to an organism of 
humanity, and to look for the supreme authority or object of 
devotion in this as the inclusive unit. But here, again, is a difficulty 


" Phi Theory of Slate, p. .124 


286 



The Function of the Stale in Primming the Unity of Mankind 


in the facts - a double difficulty, which our theory is framed to 
meet, and which its critics seem not to have heeded. 

The first thing that strikes us is that, in fact, at present there is 
no organism of humanity. For such an organism, consciousness of 
connection is necessary. Mere causal connection exists in the mere 
physical world. And putting aside the question of past and future 
human beings, will any one say that even the existing multitude of 
humanity possesses any connected communal consciousness what¬ 
ever? But if not, there is at present no community outside those 
which speak through the state, which can at all pretend to be a 
moral purpose or to be endowed with a conscience. 

And secondly, considering as an aggregate all the human beings 
on the earth’s surface, we can find in them no common character 
in which the values to which we are devoted as the qualitative 
essence of humanity are adequately represented. I do not say that 
something of humanity in the highest sense is not present wherever 
there are human beings. But it is plain that neither the main values 
which govern our aspirations to the best life, nor the valuation of 
them, are possessions common to mankind. It is not to the multi¬ 
tudes of all mankind that we go for ‘love and beauty and delight. 
At their best they are possessions of particular communities, and 
form elements in the diverse moral worlds which states exist to 
guard. Thus, to put it bluntly, a duty to realise the best life cannot 
be shown to coincide with a duty to the multitude of mankind. Our 
primary loyalty is to a quality, not to a crowd. If you see the two 
as one,’ it is by faith only, and at any given moment they may con¬ 
flict. This makes the moral alternative between, say, the self-defence 
of a highly civilised state and submission in the interests of the 
whole world’s peace, a really tragic crisis, and entitles us to say that 
there is nothing in the interstate world to guide its units in moral 

choices. . 

It is not unnecessary to guard ourselves, as we are doing, against 

the assumption that humanity is a real corporate being, an object of 
devotion and a guide to moral duty. This formed the central doc¬ 
trine of Comtism, and, seeming to correspond to a natural expan¬ 
sion of our interest, tends to make us fancy that we apprehend an 
ultimate visible community to which our devotion is due, and with 
which we can have a will in common. It is conceivable, of course, 
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that such a community may one day come into being. But there are 
suggestions which point elsewhere, M. Romain Roiland has spoken 
of our only dwelling-places being our earthly fatherland and the 
City of God. hh I do not know whether by the second phrase he 
understands a visible community. The antithesis seems to suggest 
a different idea, and the truly complete community, which religion, 
for instance, assumes as ultimate, cannot possibly be that with 
which the Comtist confused it, the multitude of human beings 
either alive at any given moment, or including all that have been 
and that will be. 

However this may be, whatever may prove to be the extent of 
the effective unity which at any time may be realised among man¬ 
kind, the condition of its realisation, if our theory is sound, admits 
of no dispute. The body which is to be in sole or supreme command 
of force for the common good must possess a true general will, and 
for that reason must be a genuine community sharing a common 
sentiment and animated by a common tradition. With less than this 
the supreme authority must become an administration of general 
rules, external to the needs and consciences of the communities 
which it is meant to unite, and incapable therefore of appreciating 
the more serious problems which will confront them, or those needs 
of their lives which demand a certain social structure. This is why 
I view with apprehension the tendency to minimise the function of 
the state which is current to-day, owing, as I believe, to a too special 
explanation of causes which led to the present conflict. The first 
thing needed is the better adjustment and maintenance of rights 
within the communities which form states at the present moment. 
That is to say, the more complete discharge of their functions by 
existing states, and, if need be, the formation of new ones, adapted 
to similar tasks. More of the state, that is, and not less, is required 
within communities. And so, too, without. If larger units are needed 
and can be realised, they too must fulfil the conditions of states, 
Here, also, more of the state is needed, and not less. Leagues, 
alliances, united states, which have not the spirit of true communi- 

w See The War and Democracy, p. 13. 11 

" The reference appears in A. E. Zimmern’s introduction to War and Democracy. 

Rolland’s article fust appeared in the Journal de Geneve, it was translated for the 

Cambridge Magazine and was reprinted in Putin Opinion, 27 November 1Q14. 
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ties, carry the germs of disruption within them, and the probability, 
as Hegel explained, of antagonism without. External antagonism, 
and not a deep-seated general will, is, as a rule, their binding force. 
Here I am thoroughly at one with Mr. Russell as to the improba¬ 
bility of an international authority being created as an outcome of 
the present war. 1 confess that I see something of the same danger 
in the unit which has been spoken of as the commonwealth - say, 
the British Empire in its present stage of development. H For it is 
its essence, as I understand the doctrine, that its constituent mem¬ 
bers are to be on an unequal footing, unified only by a reign of 
external law which leaves their national consciousness untouched 
and unreconciled ."’ 15 1 cannot believe that this is satisfactory. If the 
members remain heterogeneous and unequal, there is no general 
will. If the point is that they are to be trained to freedom and 
equality, then it seems to me to matter little whether in the end 
they go their own way in peace, or choose to form an effective 
unity with the other members, which shall be a true state. But the 
‘commonwealth’ as described is neither one thing nor the other, and 
is justified, 1 should have said, only by its possible future. 

9. Thus it seems dear to me that the organisation of rights can 
only be complete in a community which satisfies the conditions 
necessary to the possession of a general will; that is to say, a very 
high degree of common experience, tradition, and aspiration. Such 
communities are not now 1 to be found except in the nation-state. 
The commonwealth of nations alluded to above does not, I believe, 
fulfil the condition in respect of the dependencies included in it. 
But 1 do not suggest that larger units than nation-states can never 


Lord Acton, [’Nationality’ in] freedom and other tsays, p aqa |Cf. W-jl ** 
[A E Zimmeml The War and Derma racy, p. jyo. Lord Acton does not use the 
term Commonwealth in the sense referred to by the latter writer It ,s discussed, 
of course, in Mr, Curtis’ worts- 


Russell argues than ‘It is this universal acquiescence in the authority of each 
partial state over its own citizens that mates it hard to hnd a way 
state could yield up a portion of its sovereignty to some international authority 
‘Symposium’. Proceeding oj the Armtehan Society, svi (1915-1*1), 3 <*- 
‘ A E Zimmcrn, ‘German Culture and the British Commonwealth , 37 - 
quotes Acton approvingly - He nevertheless gives a different emphasis rather than 
3 different meaning to the idea of a commonwealth Instead of the (ne “^" r n ° t w 
cauldron Kvnmern talks of the state as ‘a bodi whose perfection consists in the 
very variety of the functions of its several members , 571. 
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come to fulfil these conditions; only that, if they do, they must have 
achieved a unity comparable to that which we now experience in 
nationality alone. I do not say this is impossible to be realised at 
some remote period even in a world-state. But in so far as it is not 
realised, any unitary authority which it may be attempted to set up 
will be superficial, external, arbitrary, and liable to disruption. 

And this contemplation of remote possibilities is making people 
neglect the plain facts and the nearer remedies. Whatever may 
happen in the future, there is nothing in the world to-day that can 
compare for a moment in power and intimacy and concreteness with 
the type of corporate being which we call the nation-state. The 
organism of humanity, though conceivable, is at present as we saw 
a mere possibility, and the idea of it contains a serious contradiction 
between quality and totality. 

A system of nation-states or of commonwealths (I have said why 
I cannot recognise the distinction as one of principle) each internally 
well organised, would not perhaps give us all that a world-state 
might give us, but it would place the world in a wholly different 
ethical position from that which it occupies to-day. It would 
involve, I assume, universal freedom of trade and intercourse. Inter¬ 
ference with this I take to be the result of internal distraction, giving 
rise to the doctrine of ‘your gain my loss 1 , which is the principal 
source of war. 

There is no reason that I can see for considering it a defective 
arrangement that world-wide relations or associations shall pass 
under the dominion of different sovereign powers in different 
regions of the earth. It seems to me that a very doubtful assumption 
is made when we are told that economic relations have outstripped 
political relations. This is actually to assume that there cannot be 
friendly and efficient co-operation between different political bodies 
in respect of world-wide relations. It is a pessimistic view, for which 
our theory recognises no ground whatever. Each local power, we 
consider, has expressly evolved itself from the need and demand for 
an organisation of rights in a certain territory . And it is quite argu- 
able that every world-wide relation or association - say* for example, 
the Roman Catholic Church - is better protected and developed by 
co-operation with such a local power in every region, than it would 
be by a world-wide political unit. The fear that this will not be so 
is itself a relic of that barbarous suspicion directed against foreign 
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communities which belongs to the identification of states with 
agencies for war and exploitation. 

The case of relations to units outside a state makes no difference 
of principle. It is quite plain that if our mind and will are to be 
at one with themselves, our loyalty and co-operation with, say, an 
international labour movement nr an association in a foreign 
country, must be reconciled with that system of our mind which is 
our national^ consciousness and conscience If not, there must be 
a constant sore in our moral being, and, of course, there are many 
such sores, and while we live in this world they are not likely altog¬ 
ether to cease. 

But there is no reason in principle why a system of states, each 
doing with fair completeness its local work of organisation, and 
recognising, with or without active modification, the world-wide 
relations which pass through them, should not result in a world as 
peaceful as one under a more unitary system, and much richer in 
quality “ Those who think it cannot be so, must believe that states 
are naturally at war, and do not, so far as I can see, understand 
what the nature of the state is, nor how a group-mind (like every 
mind) is an attitude to the world at large, nor for what reasons it is 
that communities are apt to be hostile, 

I do not think it necessary that such a system of states should 
form an explicit federation. Federations are apt to be unsuccessful 
unless they possess, like the United States of America, an obvious 


« I take the term ‘national* as adjective of any sovereign community which has a 
IlfiRCTSl Will 

- I cannot sec the least relevance in the suggestion that out theory requires relations 
which pass bevond the frontier to be suppressed (Lindsay, Theory of State, p. 
toil 16 The group-mind, we saw, is a species of world-mind, and has not the 
group for its sole object. All external relations, therefore, are focussed in it along 
with the group-relations proper, and constitute, of course, a demand for unifi¬ 
cation by a response. 

■■ Lindsay is critical of what he calls the German theory of the state which identifies 
the state and society. He argues that such a theory of the state qua state implies 
that ‘what separates one community from another is the possession of an tmlepen- 
dent political organisation, and therefore that men’s social relations are to conform 
to their political relations, that States should be, though tl ' e ^ c n '*; en " r ^ 
comprehensive of the social relations within them, and that they shouldnot be, 
though thev are, interpenetrated by relations from without. A O. Lindsay 
State and Society’ in Louise Creighton el at. , The hternamml Cron. The Them 
if the State (London, Oxford University Press, igib) p. 99 
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and increasing tendency to assume the national type. Those who 
think federation necessary for the sake of a central force, obviously 
believe in force rather than in friendship. But without friendship 
the force is dangerous, and with it, perhaps, hardly necessary. I am 
assuming that the experience and tradition of states remain as they 
are to-day, too highly individual to permit of a thoroughly common 
mind and of a true general will, but that they remain peaceful neigh¬ 
bours with their full national differences, because they have every 
reason for friendship and none for enmity, and are united in all 
sorts of common enterprises. 

It seems to me an advantage of this conception that it leaves 
room for the widest diversity in the contributions of the several 
communities to the life of the world, and it confronts the difficulty 
which arises as we saw from the fact that the higher gifts of 
humanity have hitherto, at any rate, sprung from localised minds, 
and have not been characteristic of mankind at large nor acceptable 
to it. It might be that this is the law oflife; and that reciprocal good 
will, with understanding and appreciation, even intensified by the 
sense of foreignness and mystery, are all that the different types of 
mankind are ever to have in common; that the great gifts are still 
to be, as they have been, achievements of diversely intensified life- 
centres, which seem to leave the rest behind. 

The opposite ideal, that of a world-state, is, of course, conceiv¬ 
able. The point of interest is, I think, whether the identification of 
spirit and experience necessary as the basis of a general will could 
be achieved without the sacrifice of the valuable individual qualities 
of national minds. 

Is our love of local peculiarities - of local dialects, for example - 
purely an obscurantist superstition; and how far do local styles and 
traditions of beauty depend upon conditions like those of local dia¬ 
lects? Certainly it appears as if anything ought to go which keeps 
people barbarous and makes mutual understanding impossible. 

This analogy of language, I think, is helpful." We should desire, 
I suppose, to preserve the languages of the world in all their glory 
and individuality, but that they should become for mankind a means 
of entrance into each other’s minds and not a bar to it. If we com¬ 
pare this ideal with that of a universal artificial language, we shall 

* Cf. Philosophical Theory of tkt State, p. # 0 . 
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see perhaps the true distinction between what we desire and what 
we should reject. 

But the problem still returns upon us. Will the high civilisation 
of the future be a single thing, fusing into one the individualities of 
all regions and of all former nations? Or will national and local 
genius develop new internal resources, and even diverge into fresh 
and several types of greatness, instead of merging in a homogeneous 
character? 

I do not think that the future of political organisation can be 
treated apart from the consideration of questions like these. And 
there is a homely remark which occurs to me as very relevant. Many 
people are very good friends apart who would quarrel if they kept 
house together. Is not this likely to be true of nations? 

And, in conclusion, I wish to draw attention to an assumption of 
popular philosophy which I suspect of having a serious bearing 
upon current ideas of the international future. I mean the popular 
belief in a progress of the species which is to end in a condition of 
the world that shall compensate for the wrongs and sufferings of 
the past; in a word, in the evanescence of evil. We have had it 
explicitly argued by Herbert Spencer; 17 and there is hardly any 
popular writing about the future which does not assume it. Now 1 
am inclined to think that the notion of a necessary advance towards 
the inclusion of mankind in a single political body is an offshoot of 
this naive form of optimism. The nature of consciousness in retain¬ 
ing the past as a basis for the future, together with its imperative 
demand for improvement, does make it fairly certain that man must 
tend on the whole to add to his moral and social achievements. But 
it is clear, I think, that any progress of future generations towards 
happiness could not compensate for the wrong and suffering of the 
past, and therefore this widely operating motive for assuming its 
likelihood must be dismissed, while in itself the evanescence of evil 
seems altogether self-contradictory. Therefore, while I believe in a 
nobler future, I do not believe in any simple advance towards com¬ 


fort and tranquillity. 

Another ancient superstition comes to my mind which illustrates 
the same popular tendency. The idea of a Millennium - of the 


Progress could of course be perverted by government which he: tried 

to show was both unnatural and impractical. See David Wiltshire The Scent and 
Political Thought of Herbert Spencer (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 197 *)- 
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reign of Christ on earth - passed gradually into the more modern 
conviction that at least the whole world was one day to be brought 
under the sway of Christianity, or perhaps of Western enlighten¬ 
ment as typified by nineteenth century science.All this, I take it, 
is gone by. The development of opinion has been in the contrary- 
direction. The best Churchmen will admit, I believe, that to a great 
extent at least the peoples of the world have already the religions 
that suit them best, And we all sec that the gospel of Western 
science, valuable as it is, has no exclusive claim to be the doctrine 
even of civilised man, A number of great systems, very profoundly 
differing in life, mind, and institutions, existing side by side in 
peace and co-operation, and each contributing to the world an indi¬ 
vidual best, irreducible to terms of the others - this might be, I do 
not say must be, a finer and higher thing** than a single body with 
a homogeneous civilisation and a single communal will. 

And what about war? It is certain, to my mind, that evil and 
suffering must be permanent in the world, because man is a self¬ 
contradictory being, in an environment to which he can never be 
adapted, seeing that at least his own activity is always transforming 
it. And in principle there can be no reason for treating war as an 
exceptional case, as if presided over by a special devil apart from 
every other form of wrong. Neither the possibility of eradicating 
war/ nor the incidental good that comes of it, can reasonably be 
discussed, as they commonly are, apart from the general problem 
of evil in the world. While man has a conscience, and things he 
values above life, and yet his conscience is liable to err, the root of 
war exists. Issues may arise between group and group which cannot 
be compromised. Within the state itself, which is cited as the con¬ 
vincing analogy for a universal reign of law, both civil war and 

individual rebellion remain possible. 

But man is bound, with this evil as with any other, to do what 
he can for its removal. And I do not doubt that its occasions may 
be immenselv diminished bv the reform of states, and their recon¬ 
struction in certain cases, and by, what this will promote, a truer 
economic creed. 


i* 
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ff of Positivism, as Comte held, T . T , 

f the sentence from A E. quoted above, p. a 71 [ P * 7 * 1 f 

,at the nation-unit is final. But 1 think any change wou d be * grave loss which 
d not, if it had to go. give us something as rich in qualities in its place. 
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The critics’ confusion of the character of the state with the vices 
of states has led them into hopeless dilemmas. They argue from 
these vices that it should be weakened, while admitting a character 
which implies that it can hardly be too strong. It is quite impossible 
to unite a demonstration of growing demands oil the state for organ¬ 
ising activity, with a demonstration that its rank and authority 
already demand diminution. 

It is quite impossible to unite a demonstration that the state has 
a conscience and moral responsibility with a demonstration that it 
shows itself non-moral when it throws itself heart and soul into its 
individual duty. 

Ultimately, it seems to me, the critics’ error is just that which 
they believe themselves to be attacking. Having misconceived the 
real spring of organisation and enlightenment, they are driven to 
put their faith in external force. 
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